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This introduction is meant to be a moment of honesty. So, I’ll be candid in saying that 
this is my eighth attempt at writing it. I’ve started and stopped, deleted and retyped, closed my 
laptop and reopened it. Never in my life have I found it this difficult to write, never in my life 
has my body physically ached at the thought of sitting down and spending time in my own 
headspace. Right now, my headspace is the last place on earth I want to be.  
I’ve decided that this will be my last attempt at writing, and whatever comes out now will 
remain on the page. I am currently sitting on my couch under a pile of blankets, reclined back as 
far as my seat will allow me to go. My Amazon Alexa is belting music from an oldies playlist, 
and my dad is sitting at the kitchen table singing along to “December, 1963” by The Four 
Seasons as he works. Every now and then he’ll stop singing to let out a curse word or two after a 
coworker pisses him off—oh the joys of working from home. I had a work meeting and two 
classes over video call today. I find it funny that I’m less motivated to go to class now, even 
though I don’t have to move from my bed to do it. Life tends to be full of oddities like that, 
doesn’t it? By the way, my dad’s now moved on to singing “Tired of Being Alone” by Al Green; 
regardless of the song he sings, it's always a little pitchy.  
I’m describing all of this so that you might be able to see, hear, and feel my current 
existence. This is not the last hurrah I envisioned. I thought my last few weeks of college would 
be filled with parties, bar hopping, Carolina traditions, and graduation. I never once thought that 
these days would be spent listening to the slightly tone-deaf melodies of my immuno-
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compromised father, while agonizing over whether or not those toons might suddenly stop if he 
falls sick during this global pandemic. 
This time was supposed to be spent loving on my friends before we had to say our 
goodbyes, but instead I sit here behind a webcam where their audio messes up every few minutes 
and I have to ask them to repeat the punchlines of their jokes and stories. I left for spring break 
thinking that when I came home I could hug freely, sit next to friends in crowded lecture halls, 
and take graduation pictures drinking from the Old Well. None of this happened. The life I am 
living now is completely different than it was just a month ago, COVID-19 is the reason for that. 
Last month, while sitting on a plane over Athens, Greece 38,000 feet in the air and 5,300 
miles from home, I realized that we humans have a lot of damn nerve. We like to think that we 
can control our lives and what happens to us, and we live as if everything around us caters to our 
plans. I’m here to call bullshit. This entire year has been filled with things I couldn't control: 
multiple deaths in the family, intense depressive episodes, and a workload that almost led me to a 
breaking point. That's why I chose to go to Athens. For me, spring break was when I had finally 
decided to start enjoying my senior year.  
Fast forward to two days into the trip. At 3:30 in the morning I woke up to my friend 
frantically talking on the phone. When I turned to look at my own, I had three missed calls and a 
few text messages from my mom. I looked at Maiya and asked her what happened, and all she 
said was: “We might not be able to go home. They’re closing borders”. 
I should mention that I’ve always been an anxious person. The night before I left for 
Greece, I almost backed out because I had been feverishly refreshing news articles about the 
coronavirus abroad, travel advisories, death tolls, and the whole lot. Having been treated for 
anxiety disorder and depression for two years now, I know that my fears are oftentimes 
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irrational. However, this time they were more rational than I wanted them to be. After trying to 
buy flights for an hour, we found a ferry off of the island around five in the morning, drove two 
hours back to Athens, and returned to a city that was much quieter than when I had left it just a 
day before. The only things I heard were loudspeakers on the street corners yelling commands in 
Greek. The schoolyard across the street from the apartment was oddly still and quiet, the only 
movements made were from a rusted swing set that swayed every now and then with the gusts of 
wind.  I had no flight home, only one to the UK (whose borders were still open).  
This is around the time where I boarded the plane. Looking out the window at Athens, 
which was now just specks of light peeking through clouds in the darkness, I realized that 
everything was out of my control. If the plane went down, I couldn't change that. If I caught 
coronavirus, what could I do about it at that point? Hell, if the airplane food was trash, I couldn’t 
fix that either. I had no control over my situation. I, like everyone else, just wanted to go home. 
 I crossed four time zones in three days on my way back to the US. I broke down in a 
hotel bathroom in London, rushed through the airport to catch a connecting flight in Paris, and 
shook from nerves as I filled out CDC paperwork once we got to Atlanta. Out of the five friends 
who flew to Greece together, I only made the journey back with one. My family shelled out 
thousands of dollars getting me home, and when I got back the only things I could offer them in 
return were anxiety attacks and a jetlagged sleep schedule. Since being back, I’ve been forced to 
leave the safe space I made for myself at UNC and told to social distance from the ones I love 
most. My eating disorder has resurged, staying in bed for days at a time has become my norm, 
and I’ve had more anxiety attacks in the past three weeks than I had in all of last year. My mental 
health has not been this debilitating since two years ago, before I asked for help. 
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“What does that have to do with writing?” You may ask. Well, idol hands push me closer 
to my breaking point, so I’ve begun painting again. In these moments, I’ve found that painting is 
much more therapeutic than writing. It silences my thoughts and mutes my anxieties. Writing 
hasn’t been doing that for me at all. In fact, it does the opposite. It leaves me with my thoughts 
for too long and that's when trouble begin. Right now, writing is hurting more than it’s helping. 
To be frank, this entire academic year has been hell for me. Hurdles kept piling up and it 
became one thing after another. Yet, somehow, I felt that I still maintained some sort of control 
over my life, my being, and how I handled situations. Even when I may have felt at my breaking 
point, my talent was keeping it together (sometimes with Elmer’s Glue, but together 
nonetheless). It was my party trick, if you will: being functionally dysfunctional. This brings me 
to the title of my thesis, “Stories of the Fallen Willow”.  
The first willow tree I had ever seen sat on a small grassy mound by a pond, glowing 
from the sunset that backlit its drooping leaves. It stood in solitaire, never having to worry about 
sharing its sunlight with surrounding trees or plants. Some of its branches dipped into the water 
below and its stump looked like the perfect place to lean up against and read a book—ironically, I 
hated reading as a kid, but that never got in the way of my appreciation for a good reading spot. I 
know a good one when I see it.  
This grassy mound and willow tree seemed like the type of place where Forrest Gump 
might deliver a heartfelt speech to Jenny, or where Noah and Allie from The Notebook would 
share a reunion kiss in the pouring rain. Of course, none of those things were happening at all. In 
fact, it was dead silent, and that was the beauty of it. It gave me time to look.  
I observed the branches that dipped into the pond and the stump that was perfect for 
reading, but more than that, I took in the sense of composure the willow tree exhibited over 
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itself. Each branch and leaf seemed to be on the brink of falling away, and yet the willow tree 
contained it all with a beauty that sat just on the edge of chaos and order. The almost falling 
apart was my favorite part. In all its dysfunction, the tree still found a way to stand. I’ve always 
admired this aspect of the willow tree. All the leaves weigh down heavily on the branches but the 
willow continues to grow. It shows resilience, but even willow trees fall sometimes. 
Any number of things can knock over a willow tree: storms, human interaction, and other 
factors out of its control. The willow tree can handle the pressure of its own leaves with grace, 
but an unexpected storm could cause it to cave and lose all composure. Some good can come out 
of this. When a willow tree falls, its roots are exposed. Willow roots form one of the strongest 
root systems known to man, and it is only when knocked down that this strength is exposed.  
COVID-19 is the storm I’m currently living in. I’m used to functioning under pressure, 
but the fallout of this pandemic is the gust of wind that finally knocked me over. It uprooted me.  
However, even though I’ve fallen, the strongest parts of me are now exposed. Parts of myself 
I’ve never seen before. In my exposed roots, I’ve found the strength to churn out this thesis 
despite having broken down almost every time I sit at my desk to write and revise. It’s not 
perfect, but it shows that I don't shy away from the storm. That is the part of myself that I’ve put 
into these stories.  
This collection is about characters who push through the painful, the awkward, and the 
unforgettable storms of life. It is about characters who are trying to explore the strength that 
exists within their roots, whatever that might be. Some of them will find that strength, and some 
of them won’t. A few laugh at themselves along the way, while others don’t. But in the end, I see 
them all as fallen willows. They exist on the border of chaos and beauty, and they're just trying 





After three months of living with Sadie Mae, weed wasn’t as enticing as it used to be. 
Then again, neither were potato chips. I found myself reaching for a tub of bougie-ass humus 
over a bag of classic Lay’s, and by the time month four rolled around I had to take a long look in 
the mirror just to double check that my black skin hadn’t turned a shade lighter. I’d lived with 
white families before, and I knew foster parents had a way of rubbing off on me—for better or 
for worse—but this time around things felt a bit different. Elliot, my old foster brother turned 
love interest, felt the same way. He said he’d been watching me turn ‘whiter and whiter’ from a 
distance. First, he noticed my texting habits change; apparently typing in full sentences is ‘some 
white shit’ according to him—I didn’t agree, but whatever. Not to mention, the first time he saw 
a picture of me in my prep-school uniform, he teased me for hours—mostly horny jokes about 
how I looked like a catholic school girl he wanted to ‘punish’, his jokes were always vulgar but 
they never failed to make me laugh.   
Part of me wanted to hurl at the thought of him coming to visit. I’ve never been a 
pessimist, but I’ve always been a realist; and realistically I knew that there was no way things 
would be as they’d always been. Each time I pictured Elliot my stomach began to churn, 
needless to say I didn’t eat for the whole day. I mean, hell, I even skipped my weekly IHOP feast 
with Sadie—I had this God-awful feeling that the second I swallowed something, it’d come right 
back up because of all the nerves.    
It didn’t help that the clock seemed to move slow and fast at the same time. Elliot said he 
was coming at five o’clock, and I’d been up since seven that morning panicking.    
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Elliot had been trying to get me to meet up with him ever since he'd been transferred to a 
group home right outside of Glencoe, Illinois—the white, suburban parallel universe I’d 
somehow teleported into. I’d been surprised that he wanted to meet up so soon after his transfer, 
usually that was the time he’d use to get to know the other fosters, telling them his war stories 
about how he got into the system or whatever fucked up family he just came from—one where 
the dad had a weird obsession with swing music and the mom cooked ‘like ass’ as he says. I 
won’t lie, that was usually my favorite thing to do when moving homes too. Most people 
flinched at the story of me finding my mom dead of an overdose on my sixth birthday, but not 
Elliot; he just nodded in empathy and shared an eerily similar story—except for the fact that it 
was dad and on Christmas day. I guess that’s why we clicked so fast, kids of junkies tend to have 
the same twisted mindset.    
Every time Elliot had asked me to meet, I kept telling myself, “Oh, he probably just 
wants to fuck a time or two, maybe just catch up.” Trust me, I’m a freak between the sheets and 
all, but saying he just wanted to fuck was a crock of shit and I knew it. 
 Honestly, I had a feeling he’d planned to talk me into leaving with him—I had no idea 
what I’d say if he asked. It’s something we’d fantasized about since we were fourteen. But then 
again, when we were fourteen the circumstances were different; much different. That year was 
spent with the ever-so-charming Mr. Lincoln and his wife—not much to be said about them as 
foster parents other than the fact that Mr. Lincoln had a thing for blossoming teenage girls with 
kinky black hair and chocolate skin, and Mrs. Lincoln had a thing for the bottle and acting 
oblivious. The only good thing that came from those six months in hell was meeting Elliot. I 
don’t believe in a God, but I thank whoever the hell is responsible for making the kid who’d 
sneak me out to the arcade after a torturous night of ‘one on one tutoring’ with Mr. Lincoln. 
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According to Elliot’s cynical humor, I should be thanking a broken condom and his strung-out 
mother. More than that, I should be thanking social services for placing us in the same home for 
the next two years—of course this was after the Lincolns were relieved of their fostering duties 
due to a filed report on their “questionable behaviors”. But it had been three years since the 
Lincolns, one year since I’d seen Elliot, and two hours of pissing myself waiting for him to 
knock—he was late, not shocking.  
Around 7:15pm I heard the doorbell ring. Sadie had left for her ‘ladies’ night’ half an 
hour ago, and I’d been in my room trying to act is if my hands weren’t sweating. I thought 
maybe Elliot had ditched, but he wouldn’t do that. Honestly, I was already prepared to answer 
the door and hear his spiel about how he runs on ‘colored people time’, and if I wanted him to be 
there at 5pm, then I should’ve said 3:30, and blah blah blah. On any other day I would’ve 
prepare a comeback for that shit, but that day I’d been too excited to care.   
There was finally a knock at 7:30pm. I set my Chemistry textbook on the nightstand and 
ran down the stairs to the foyer, my feet stupidly thumped on each step out of excitement. I 
reached the bottom step and took a deep breath then turned to fixed my hair in the mirror at the 
entryway table—it’s not like there was much to fix, I had braids at the time and those shits look 
the same for a solid two months.     
I could see Elliot’s distorted face through the patterned glass on the door, he almost 
looked like a mosaic—an insanely sexy, dark skinned mosaic.     
I opened the door and leapt onto him, wrapping my legs around his torso.   
 “Elliot!” His name flew from my mouth with a giddy, high-pitched squeal. To be honest, 
I surprised even myself with that move. 
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He was wearing a faded, red hoodie that he’d had since I’d met him and some black jeans 
that sagged just enough for me to see the elastic band of his Hanes underwear. He definitely 
looked out of place compared to the million-dollar mansions that stood tall behind him.   
“Hey you,” Elliot squeezed my ass then planted a kiss on my forehead—that’s him, a 
perfect mix of asshole and gentleman, and I missed every bit of it.     
He held me tight for a second or two then nudged towards the inside of the house, 
“What’re you waiting for? Let’s see this big as mansion you been livin’ in, Mrs. High Roller,” he 
said in a mocking tone.    
I rolled my eyes and grabbed his hand, leading him inside. We walked through the foyer 
first, it didn’t take him long to point out the obnoxiously large chandelier above our heads. There 
were pillars and archways at the entrance of every room, and custom, hand-carved furniture at 
each turn. The place even had a rich smell for Christ’s sake, it was a mix between the scent of 
refined leather from the wingback chairs in the study and Clorox from the cleaning lady that 
came once a week. The study had floor to ceiling bookshelves—to which Elliot said something 
to the effect of, “I bet these niggas haven’t read a single one of them”. He had a comment about 
any and everything, and as annoying as it was, I missed his snarky ways. We passed through the 
dining room, which housed another crystal chandelier, then through two offices, and the kitchen 
before making it to the living room. 
I sat him down on the sectional that was almost too plush and comfortable for its own 
good. He had an awestruck look on his face when he saw the 60inch TV—which I expected— 




“What the fuck is that?” Elliot pointed to the black vase that sat in a glass case on the 
wooden mantle.    
“Correction, who the fuck is that,” I said, “That’s Dennis, Sadie’s husband.”   
“Oh, I get it,” he said in hushed voice that made me melt, “She probably offed him for 
the life insurance money. That’s how she got you stayin’ up in here in Beverly Hills n’ shit.” 
“He actually died in a car accident a few years back,” I said. 
Elliot tilted his head down and raised in eyebrow at me, that’s the face he made when he 
was about to say something he knew would get him punched, “Well, who was driving?”  
 I gave him a nudge and he collided with the armrest of the sofa.     
“I’m just sayin’, who could blame her. If it meant I’d be livin’ like this, I probably 
would’ve driven a little faster whenever he was in the passenger’s seat too,” he said cracking a 
smile. 
“Shut up,” I let out a nervous chuckle. Part of me missed his humor, and part of me felt 
sick for laughing after seeing the way Sadie still tore herself apart about not seeing the stop sign 
behind the tree. In eight months, I had gotten to know Sadie’s deepest regrets and she had gotten 
to know mine, and in eight minutes of Elliot being here I’d already joked about her dead 
husband. I didn’t know what the hell was going on.    
It didn’t take long for me to switch the subject after another off-the-wall comment or two 
from Elliot. We’d always had edgy humor, but this time around I found it harder to laugh. 
Instead, I made us some snacks and urged him to ask me about all the shit I learned while in 
‘white-country’. He threw popcorn into my mouth with each question.     
“Does she season her food?” 
I opened my mouth to catch the piece of popcorn, “Surprisingly, yes.” 
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“Nah, I’m not talking about no salt and pepper bullshit. I mean really season her food.” 
“Yes, Elliot,” I let out a snort as I began to laugh, “you’re so annoying. Next question.” He threw 
another piece, “What’s the weirdest thing you’ve done since being here?” The popcorn flew past 
my head and onto the floor, “Hmm—I’d have to say, going to a watch party of the Kentucky 
Derby at the Country Club.” 
Elliot hesitated before throwing another piece, “What the—” 
“Yup,” I said, cutting him off, “shit was weird.” 
“Yeah I wouldn’t be able handle that.” 
“What do you mean?” I said as I grabbed a handful of popcorn and shoved it into my 
mouth, “The Kentucky Derby is all about the bets, and we all know how much you like those. 
You’d fit right in.”     
Elliot had an issue with gambling since the time I met him. He got kicked out of a few 
group homes for it because he’d gamble away TVs and other valuable shit from the house. 
“Oh, so we’re gonna play that kinda game, huh?” Elliot laughed and chucked an un- 
popped kernel at my forehead.     
“Yikes, did I hit a soft spot for you?” I said tauntingly. 
Elliot leaned over and kissed me, “Honestly, I’m more pissed at the fact that you used the 
word yikes. Like, what the hell kind-a suburban lingo is that?” 
No joke, living around a white person and their mannerisms is like living around the 
plague, that shit is contagious. If you don’t pay attention, you’ll catch yourself saying “let’s rock 
and roll” to announce that you’re ready to leave after the waitress at Chili’s brings the check. 
The first (and only) time those words came out my mouth, I made Sadie and I sit back in the 
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booth for an extra five minutes so I could have a do-over. I didn’t tell Elliot that story though, 
too embarrassing. 
After half an hour or so, Elliot became bored of our little game of twenty-one questions. 
He got up from the couch and began giving himself another tour of the house. He touched things 
that shouldn’t be touched, tossed a few gold-embellished ornate eggs between his hands like he  
was juggling hacky-sacks, and opened every drawer in the kitchen—but shit really hit the fan 
when he spotted the liquor cabinet. I’d never seen the boy move so fast.  
My head followed him as he made his way across the room, “What do you think you’re 
doing?” I tried to say it as jokingly as possible, but I knew I wasn’t doing a good job.   
“What does it look like I’m doing?” Elliot grabbed the unopened bottle of Glenlivet 
Scotch and began looking for a bottle opener.   
“Woah, woah,” I jumped from the couch and grabbed the bottle from his hands, “a bottle 
of Glenlivet goes for like five-hundred dollars a pop, Elliot.”     
Sadie had told me about Dennis being a liquor enthusiast, collecting expensive bottles 
from his travels around the world as a pilot. He’d gotten that one in Scotland on one of their 
anniversary vacations—they went on all sorts of adventures with all his discounted flights. 
Elliot laughed, “When did you become such a tight-ass, Luna?” 
“Elliot, I just don’t think we should—” 
“And since when did you become interested in knowing shit like how much a bottle of 
‘Glen-liv-et Scotch’ costs,” Elliot stumbled over the pronunciation of the word and took the 
bottle back.    
I ripped it away from him again.    
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Feeling the cold glass of the bottle between my hands, I looked at Elliot’s face. He stared 
at me like he didn’t know who the hell I was. I didn’t curse as much as I used to, or laugh at as 
many of his jokes, and I sure as hell didn’t try and hide the fact that I didn’t want to open the 
scotch.    
“Luna—” 
“Here, let’s just take this one,” I reached for the cheapest liquor in the shelf that had 
already been opened. No lie, that would taste like gold to Elliot after years of sneaking out to 7- 
Eleven to drink a few bottles of Wild Irish Rose, which sold for four bucks each.    
Honestly, I still don’t know why I picked up the bottle. More importantly, I don’t know 
why I let us finish it. Maybe I was afraid of what Elliot would’ve said after “Luna—” if I hadn’t 
cut him off. Luna, I don’t even know you anymore. Luna, what the hell happened to you. Luna, 
stop acting like you didn’t grow up in south-side Chicago. At a certain point it didn’t even 
matter, because by the time we finished the bottle I couldn’t remember what we were talking 
about in the first place. From then on, things melted into idiotic jokes, laughter, and lust.  
  
“Have—have I ever told you how sexy I find your name,” Elliot burped through his 
sentence and inched closer to me on the sofa.     
“Oh yeah,” I interrupted sarcastically, “I ever tell you how I got it?” 
I knew I had told him before, but I also knew that at this point in his drunken stupor he 
wouldn’t’ve remember. 
“Tell me,” Elliot leaned back. 
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“It was my mom’s brilliant idea,” I said before taking another swig to finish off my glass. 
“You tend to become a creative genius after snorting a shit ton of crack while pregnant and 
having a conversation with the moon.” 
Elliot let out a booming laugh, spit flew from his mouth and landed on my arm. “Name 
her after me, name her Luna,” I mimicked in an off-putting whisper. 
We both continued to laugh until I noticed Elliot’s hand beginning to creep up my leg. 
I’m not one to act like I didn’t want it, so I moved his hand further in-between my thighs and 
began kissing him. I leaned back so he could position himself on top of me and he began to bite 
my neck. I cracked a smile; I couldn’t believe he remembered how much I liked that. 
I lifted my back from the couch to take off my shirt and bra. I felt the cold air hit my bare 
chest and suddenly I became hyper-aware of everything—hyper-aware of Elliot’s weight on top 
of me, hyper-aware of his brawny hands that crawled up and down my body, and hyper-aware of 
the fact that Dennis was sitting right there on the mantle in his urn, watching in disapproval.  
“We should go somewhere,” he kissed me, “just me and you baby,” he kissed me again, 
“I’ve missed this, I’ve missed you.”    
I thought about saying yes. My entire body was telling me to just say yes. 
It felt good. All of it. Everything about it. My head began to get clouded with thoughts: 
He would take good care of me if I went with him, I know he would. He would love me, 
and I’m talking real love, not that fake shit that fosters give you for a month or two before 
sending you on your way. That’s one thing about Elliot, he has his flaws but he’s a ride or die. 
Yes. I’ll go. 




More thoughts began to swarm: Is love enough? Maybe it’s not. You’ve got a good thing 
going here with Sadie. Don’t fuck it up, Luna. Are you really gonna leave all of this for some 
dick and ‘love’? Stay with Sadie. 
I fumbled with his belt buckle for a good fifteen-seconds. I never got why in the hell he 
wore a belt, it’s not like he needed it if he was just going to sag his pants anyway. 
There he goes with the neck kisses again. I’ve missed this, I’ve missed him—I need him. I 
need people who understand me. Sadie and her country club friends won’t ever truly get me— 
Elliot does. Just go Luna, he’s the closet thing you’ve got to family.   
Elliot paused the kissing and the groping and looked up at me, “I love you.” 
I kissed him on the cheek, “I love you too.” 
Just go with him, Luna. Say yes, and go. 
I reached down to take off Elliot’s faded red hoodie. It felt unusually heavy, but I tossed 
it over to the other side of the couch anyway. The second I tossed it, I heard three loud thuds and 
pushed him off of me. At first, I thought it was Sadie coming back home—sometimes she forgot 
her key and would just bang on the door—but I didn’t see anyone threw the glass.    
“What the fuck was that?” I said.    
“Nothing babe, come on,” Elliot pulled me back onto him, “weren’t we in the middle of 
something?”   
“No, let me just see something.”    
I stood from the couch and went to check the living room windows and the back door. I 
could see a reflection of Elliot behind me from the glass on the window, he kept bending down 
behind the couch at a funny angle. I turned to look at him and he stopped suddenly. I could see 
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the gold trimming of one of the ornamental eggs peeking out of his hoodie pocket, the other two 
sat on the floor.    
“What the fuck did you just put in your pocket?”    
Elliot kicked his hoodie to the side. “Hmm, feisty. I like that,” he said coming in for 
another kiss.    
“Elliot,” I pushed him aside and dug through his jacket pocket, grabbing the egg. “C’mon 
babe, don’t ruin the moment.” 
“Me?” I could feel the heat radiating off my skin, “I’m not the one trying to steal shit 
from someone else’s house.”    
“Exactly, someone else’s house. Therefore, it’s not your problem. Now come back here, 
you seem tense and I can definitely help you out with that.”    
I reached for my shirt, and walked to the display case to put the eggs back where they 
belonged. 
“Aye,” Elliot said, following me, “What the hell are you doing?” 
“Putting these back, what the fuck does it look like I’m doing?” 
“You don’t have to be such a bitch about it,” he said trying to snatch one of the eggs from 
my hand. 
“Stop,” I snapped. 
He reached for them again. 
“You know what? No. Get out, Elliot.” 
He paused, “Luna, you’re overreacting here.” 
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Elliot walked over to put his hands around my waste and hugged me from behind. I felt 
his warm arms wrap around my body, it still made me like putty but I stood my ground. “I’m 
serious, Elliot. Out.” 
“Why the fuck do you care about this white bitch anyway?” He began to pull away from 
me. “You start livin’ here and talking all proper n’ shit and now you think you’re all that, huh?” 
“Out. Now.” My voice had begun to crack, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of 
seeing me break down. 
“This is such bullshit,” Elliot said. 
“You can’t just take shit from people because their white and rich, Elliot. They worked to 
get here too, they—”    
“Damn, calm the fuck down. I didn’t know Uncle Tom had a sister,” the words slid off 
his tongue with ease.   
“What’d you just say?”   
“Nothing, I just think it’s funny how you spend a few months here and now all of the 
sudden you’re a yes massa, no masss type’a nigga.”    
I couldn’t find any words. 
“Face it, you’re a sellout, Luna,” he said. 
The pain in my stomach grew. So what if I liked living there? So what if I preferred a  
foster parent that made home cooked meals over one who left me stale ramen in a cabinet? So- 
fucking-what if I wanted something better for myself? Why was I being punished for wanting 
more?     
“Just because I don’t want you to steal from the woman who’s helping me, I’m now a 
‘yes massa, no mass type of nigga’?”     
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“Helping you? Damn, Luna. You’re worse than I thought.” 
“Shut up, Elliot.” 
“You seriously think she’s doing this to help you? Since when did you become okay with 
being a charity case?” “Stop—please.”   
“You’re so oblivious,” Elliot scoffed, “She’s only doing this to make herself feel better, 
she could care less about you. She’s probably sick of this big-ass house being empty after she 
killed the only person she shared it with.”    
I glared at him, but he continued anyway.   
“I guess when we say car accident, we can put ‘accident’ in quotations,” he shrugged 
nonchalantly, letting the spiteful words roll of his shoulders.   
“Elliot—,” My insides felt like they were about to burst, my heart pounded with a bass so 
strong I could hear it in my ears.   
Elliot’s voice took a mocking tone, “Oh, I’ll just help this poor little black girl from the 
streets and I’ll go to heaven to be with my Dennis.” Every word came from his mouth like hot 
embers, and each took a turn at burning my skin.   
A ball formed at the base of my throat. I tried to swallow it, but it wouldn’t go down. I 
couldn’t tell how much of his mockery was the alcohol and how much was truly Elliot. 
Regardless, I wanted him gone.    
His words drifted to a murmur in the background as I began to zone out, I let rage fill my 
body until I couldn’t hold it any longer. My hands acted on their own, they lurched out before I 
could stop them. I struck his face, knocking his last few words back into his mouth. The sting in 
my knuckles pulsated and the all my senses came back into focus.    
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“Out,” I said, pointing to the door. I could barely extend my finger once my knuckle 
began to swell.    
We were both breathing heavily, hot air filled the silence and the space between us.  
“Man, fuck this,” Elliot went back into the living room to grab his hoodie and stormed 
back through the foyer, he held the right side of his face with his hand. The door slammed behind 
him and forced the crystals on the chandelier to shake.    
I stood for a moment listening to the chimes then turned back to the living room. Without 
a conscious effort to keep them from coming, tears began to roll down my cheeks. I refused to 
acknowledge a single one; I just kept wiping each as they fell and continued to clean up.  
I washed the two glasses, tossed the empty bottle of liquor, and sat on the couch under a 
throw blanket staring at Dennis.     
“Sorry you had to see that, dude,” I said, trying to morbidly lighten the mood, “let’s keep 
this fiasco between you and me, what’do-ya say?”     
I stretched out my legs and felt something rubbing against them. My hand searched 
blindly under the blanket and pulled out a belt. It was Elliot’s belt—his ugly, useless belt. The 
gold plating on the metal buckle had begun to wear off, I chipped away at what was left of it.  
He’s everything to me. 
No, he’s nothing, Luna. Stop crying.     
He loves me. I know he does. 
If love steals, then I don’t want it.     
He knows me better than I know myself. 
He knows the old me, not the new one. 
Run after him, Luna. 
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Let him go, Luna.     
It only took a few minutes of incessant arguing with myself before I decided it wouldn’t 
hurt to have another drink. I forced myself up from the couch and walked towards the liquor 
cabinet. The bottle of Glenlivet Scotch sat front and center, I stared at it for a second or two then 
decided to crack it open.     
The first swig was disgusting, and the second wasn’t much better, but the third hit the 
spot. I’m sure that a scotch worth five-hundred dollars was meant to be savored, but I just 
wanted to get drunk enough to laugh about the shit that had just happened.    














When blood hits a book it doesn’t splatter. It makes a hollow thud and sinks into the 
page. Crimson crawls down the margins and burgundy saturates every word. It’s today that you 
discover this. 
      Sitting crouched in the corner of the Romance section at the library, you realize you can’t 
escape your outside world. You feel your lip throb from where your boyfriend slammed your 
face into a car window, leaving an open gash and the taste of iron and loose change in your 
mouth. You thought you put enough pressure to stop the bleeding, but there you sit, watching red 
droplets—pieces of you—fall in slow motion towards the crease of your book. Scratch that, the 
book isn’t yours. It belongs to the public library. Nothing is ever yours. 
      That’s what the fight was about this time. How nothing, not even your own boyfriend, is 
ever entirely yours. There was a necklace in the glove compartment of his car you’d never seen 
before and a few empty condom wrappers you knew hadn’t been used on you. You raised your 
voice, you got in his face, you heard your nagging and hated the sound of it. You felt the palm of 
his hand against your cheek, and then the pop of your skin as your head hit the passenger 
window of his beat of 1998 Toyota. He got mad at you for cracking the glass, you apologized. 
      You let a few more drops hit the page before you grab a tissue. You wad it up and pinch 
around the wound. A second or two goes by before you flip to the next page to avoid seeing the 
blood. If you ever wanted to go back and read, you knew you’d have a blotchy red bookmark to 
show you where you left off. You assume you didn’t miss much by not finishing the chapter, it’s 
all been one cheesy, passionate love scene after another. 
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      You understand that reading a story about the perfect balance of love and lust won’t 
change the fact that your relationship’s gone to shit. You remember how he kissed you after your 
lip started to gush blood. The way he pulled back and wiped your cherry colored sap from his 
bottom lip with the sleeve of his sweater. You wonder if he liked the way your blood tasted. You 
wonder if kissing you was his way of saying sorry. You wonder if he would kiss that other girl if 
she had blood coming out of her mouth. You’d like to think he wouldn’t, but to be honest, he’d 
probably never hit her in the first place. 
      This isn’t the first time you found out he was cheating. Sometimes you’d pick a fight 
even if you didn’t find anything suspicious. Your friends ask you why, you say because the 
make-up sex is great. But this time there was no make-up sex. This time there was a busted lip, 
empty condom wrappers, and a trip to the library where you thought you could forget about the 
whole thing by reading a book or two about star-crossed lovers. 
Problem is, you know those characters don’t every really love each other. Romeo and Juliet 
didn’t make love, they fucked because it was hot. They were in love with the idea of sneaking 
around and pissing their families off, not with one another. It annoys you that you’re the only 
one with your head not so far up Shakespeare’s ass that you can see the truth. 
      Your lip continues to throb as you muddle through the next four chapters. It’s dark 
outside by the time you finish. He said he’d pick you up by eight. You place the book back on 
the shelf and run your finger along its spine. In your opinion is wasn’t anything special. The 
writing was mediocre and the characters annoyed you every time they professed their undying 
love. Despite that, something told you to take it. Something told you that the book was yours. No 
one else would want a blood-soaked romance novel. You stuff it in your satchel and go outside, 
waiting for him to pull up front. 
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It’s cold. Your breath forms clouds in front of your face, and when they clear you see the 
mystery girl’s necklace dangling from his rearview mirror. Your chest clinches. You reach in 
your bag and fiddle with the pages of your book. 
      You hop in the car. 
Your lip still hurts. 
























I ran out of money after tipping a fake Elvis, and now I think Marley wants a divorce. 
The Marriage Express Chapel in the heart of Vegas had a certain charm to it, but it left my 
pockets a bit sparse. No money meant we had to bail on the check at a diner we visited half way 
through our six-hour trip back to Arizona. I couldn’t afford to pay for her burger and milkshake 
if we wanted to have enough gas money to get home. That dine and dash incident was two hours 
ago at this point and there’s nothing we can do about it now.  
The Motown Hits station has been the only thing keeping her and I from arguing for the 
past hundred miles, and I honestly thought I was home sweet home until the radio decided to go 
on the fritz an hour out of the city limits. I mess with the dial a bit, trying to find another station, 
but there’s only white noise and a few muffled voices, most of which sound like country music 
(and I’d rather argue with Marley than listen to country). 
“And this is why radio’s phasing out,” I try to joke but I know Marley isn’t going to 
answer. 
She continues to look out the window, giving me no more than a glance and a shrug of 
her shoulders. 
“I guess,” she says. 
I’m surprised to get a word out of her so I push for a little more. “Did you see that 
billboard a few miles back?” I laugh trying to get her to do the same, but it doesn’t work, “The 
one for that strip club.” 
Marley never turns to meet my gaze. Her frizzy curls have a mind of their own, dancing 
in the gusts of wind that billow through the half-opened window. 
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“I mean you gotta give it to them, that’s a pretty great tagline.” 
Still nothing. 
At this point her curls are doing the fighting for her, hitting me across the arm every now 
and then—the wind dictating their every move. 
We hit a few more miles of open pastures and dairy farms, you couldn’t play I spy unless 
every answer was “cow” or “grass”. The lack of civilization coupled with the static on the radio 
pushes Marley over the edge, “A dine and dash, really? I still can’t believe you made me do 
that.” 
“What did you want me to do? I had to save the last of my money for gas. Lord knows 
you haven’t spent a dime this whole trip.” 
“I didn’t expect to have to when it was your idea to drive all the way out here to get 
hitched in the first place.” 
“Jeez, Marley. I’ll send them 50 bucks in the mail, you happy?” 
“No,” she turns to look at me head-on for the first time since the diner, “You’re so 
immature, you know that?” 
“Then why’d you agree to marry me, Mar? Huh?” I pause to see if she’ll answer, “And 
don’t even act like you were that drunk when I asked you, because you were barely buzzed.” 
Marley looks forward to watch the road, dozens of yellow paint lines on the asphalt 
disappear under our car.  
“Were you just bored?” I ask, my hands squeezing tighter on the wheel. “Was it because 
you just wanted to do something spontaneous for once? Do you actually love me or did you just 
want to prove to yourself that you could go through with it, something this crazy?”  
 
29 
 I hope she actually loves me. Honestly, she’s the closest thing I have to family since my 
parents split after I left for school. I guess being empty nesters for a few months made them 
realize how much they actually hated each other’s guts.  
 “You gonna answer?” I pry again.  
She bites her lip but doesn’t respond, I think it’s because somewhere deep down she 
knows it’s true. I’ve known Marley since freshman year, we’re juniors now, and she’s always 
been teased by our friends for being a prude. I could tell that before college she had probably 
never drank a sip of alcohol in her life aside from communion. 
I punch the radio a few times, trying to get it to play. Between Marley and a radio that 
won’t sing, I’m swearing off road trips for the rest of my life. Don’t get me wrong, I know why 
she’s mad. She’s the daughter of a cop and never does anything wrong—in other words, her dad 
is a hard-ass who hates my guts because he thinks I’m tainting his little girl. Marley’s never even 
seen a blunt, let alone smoked one, and if she ever knew that there’s at least an ounce of weed in 
my car at any given time she would’ve never agreed to come out here with me. I’m just trying to 
get her to live a little, how does that make me the bad guy?  
“You act like it wasn’t wrong, we could’ve gotten arrested or even worse.” 
“Well you were the one complaining about how hungry you were and that was the only 
place for miles.” 
“What’re you saying? That this is my fault?” 
“Well it’s not mine, that’s for damn sure.” 
It was. I really didn’t have to tip Elvis, but for some reason his pitchy rendition of Hound 
Dog moved my sloppy, drunken heart. 
Marley turns up the radio. If tension had a sound it would be radio static. 
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We’re two twenty-somethings who’d decide to head for Vegas and elope, and by the time 
we reach the Welcome to Tucson, Arizona sign again, we’ll be ready to divorce over a damn 
burger. 
I tap on the steering-wheel and wait for her to say something snarky but it never comes. 
She’s fiddling with her wedding-band and looking out the window. I had gotten the ring from a 
knock of Tiffany’s brand called Tammy’s the day we got to Vegas. Bad idea. It’d already started 
turning her finger green, and it’s only the third day she’s worn it. If that was supposed to be a 
symbol of our ever-lasting marriage then I assume this isn’t a good sign. 
I keep my eyes on the road for the most part. Every now and then, if I feel like she’s been 
fiddling with the ring for too long, I look down to make sure it’s still on her finger. 
The static sound is making me nauseous, but I’m too stubborn to turn it down. The only 
other sound in the car is coming from the rattling change in my cupholder. It’s from the night I 
got Marley drunk for the first time a few months back—I used them to get waters from a vending 
machine at a random laundromat on the drive back from the bars. I was trying to sober her up 
before I brought her back home to her dad, it was over winter break. I remember how sloppily 
she drank it, water dribbling down her chin. She thanked me for helping her let loose a little. Part 
of me wishes she had a shot or two now. Tipsy Marley would’ve at least laughed at the strip club 
billboard. 
Voices start cutting in every now and then on the radio, and there’s a moment when we 
both look at each other. I think of opening my mouth but my lips don’t move. Marley stares at 
me for a second or two waiting for me to say something. 
I clear my throat to speak and the radio kicks back in, blaring country music—fitting for 
an already shitty moment. The car slightly jerks left as I jump to turn down the volume. I only 
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look away from her for the time it takes to lower the music, but when I look back up she’s 
already facing the other way.  
After a song or two, the station finally goes to commercial. I couldn’t swallow my pride 
enough to say “I’m sorry”, so I just say “I love you” instead.  
I lean over to put my hand on her thigh. Her leg gets tense under my touch, I can tell 
she’s still angry. Marley takes a deep breath and brings her window down all the way, not saying 
I love you in return. I try to lift my hand from her leg. She stops me from moving, placing her 


















At the edge of my grandfather’s property, there’s a slave graveyard. I found it once while 
digging for dinosaur bones with my friend Lucas, a black boy from the next town over—one of 
the ‘good ones’ as my Pop used to say. That weekend my parents told me we could camp out 
somewhere on the grounds of the farm for my thirteenth birthday, as long as we stayed inside the 
fence. The woods beyond the fence was ours too, but Mama made us promise not to go past the 
rusted gate. I had my fingers crossed when I said yes, and after we left the house and started 
trekking out back I told Lucas where we were really going. Into the great unknown. 
Lucas didn’t want to go but if you called him ‘chicken’ once or twice he’d do anything. 
There was a clearing under some trees with a small abandoned brick cottage I had never seen 
before and some stacks of old wood, but nothing too interesting. I didn’t want Lucas to think I 
wasn’t cool, so I started making up stories about how this was my secret hiding place where I’d 
come to dig up all the best treasures. 
“You ever see that dinosaur bone sitting on my bookshelf?” 
“Yeah, what about it?” Lucas stared at me blankly. 
“I found that baby right back here,” I said.  
I hadn’t really found it there, I’d found it in the gift shop of the Discovery Place on the 
seventh-grade field trip a year before.  
Lucas’ eyes lit up and he began digging with his hands. I set down the sack of food my 
mom packed for us—a couple of apples, homemade biscuits, and lemonade—and fashioned 
some sort of shovel out of a fallen branch. I couldn’t contain my excitement. I mean, I knew I 
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had lied about the dinosaur bones, but part of me wanted to believe that this day wouldn’t turn 
out to be as boring as the rest of that summer. 
I took a break to drink some lemonade a time or two, but Lucas kept digging feverishly 
with his hands, so I tossed him my homemade shovel. He caught it and went right back to 
digging. 
Only a few minutes went by before he struck something. A white shard had poked out of 
the ground and stabbed him in the arm as he was shoveling some dirt. 
“I found one,” he jumped up from his knees. 
I ran over from my lounging spot a few feet over and looked down to see his find. I 
must’ve looked like a little girl the way I started twirling and shrieking. I got Lucas spinning and 
jumping around too.  
“Well what’re you waiting for, pull the dang thing out,” we both grabbed onto the edge of 
the find and yanked on it. 
The ground gave way and dirt broke off in every direction. Both of us stopped being 
giddy for a moment. It was a bone for sure. A leg bone. A human one. Now that I look back on 
it, I’m pretty sure it was a femur. We peered over to look into the hole we’d made just see if the 
rest of body was in there, and the top of a skull peaked out from underneath the loose dirt. Next 
to it was a stone with the name Tilly deeply etched into it, it was hard to make out but definitely 
there. 
We never looked at one another, but I could feel the weight of the world above us come 
crashing down. Lucas nudged me and pointed to another stone engraved with the name Walter, 
there was a smaller one next to it that ready Toby. We turned to look at the land around us, there 
had to have been thirty or so stones that stood out among the others. Each of them with a name. 
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We both knew what it was. Lucas had always gotten teased for being my friend by the 
other black boys from his church. They all knew the stories about my family’s past. The ruthless 
owners of hundreds of slaves, the last ones in the whole county to let’em go.  
“I knew we shouldn’t have come all the way out here,” Lucas placed the bone back in the 
ground and carefully piled soft dirt on top of it. He patted it down a few times, said a prayer over 
it, and turned to leave. 
“Wait,” I pleaded with him, “We can fix this.” 
“How the hell are we meant to fix this, Kenny? It’s already done. They’re dead.” 
I could hear the grit in his voice. His hands were in tight fists down by his sides with dirt 
under his fingernails, and his eyes were beginning to water. 
“Well, I’m not going back til we fix it,” I turned and looked at the slave graveyard. There 
were plenty of stones without names. I picked four up and put one at each corner of the clearing. 
Lucas watched me work for a few minutes before he asked what I was doing. 
 “I don’t really know,” I said. “Maybe we could build something?” 
Lucas didn’t really say much. 
“Like a memorial, I guess,” I continued. “You know, like the one they made for Dean 
down on that road.” 
Dean was a neighbor boy who’d gotten in a car accident and died, he was only sixteen. 
There was a pile of bricks and a cross at the spot where his car flipped over. I saw it every time I 
drove into to town. 
Lucas nodded, “Okay, yeah. Like that but bigger.”  
We didn’t know how many people were buried in that tiny clearing of my backyard, but 
we had a few hundred stones and some old wood from the shack to work with. 
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Nightfall had come fast. The humidity of the Carolina summer was making the bugs stick 
to us, and yet, we kept working. Four hours in, not a word spoken between us, only the task at 
hand. The Lucas stopped and looked up at me. 
“Do you think they knew?” He asked. 
“What?”  
“Do you think your parents knew all along that this was back here?” 
I stopped lifting stones and wiped the sweat from my brow. Looking off into the distance, 
I could see the light from my house. I thought about Mama and Pops and how mad they would 
be if they knew I came all the way out here, but mostly I thought about Tilly and Walter and all 
the other people buried undeath me. My parents must’ve known this was back here. They 
must’ve known and never told me or did anything about it. 
Lucas repeated himself, “Do you think so, Kenny?” 
I didn’t say anything. Without missing a beat, I picked up another stone and added it to 
our pit. It took him a second to join in again, but he did. We worked for a few more hours before 
we took a break, which involved kicking down one of the rotted doors to the old cottage and 
eating cold biscuits over a flashlight. 
Another hour or two went by and Lucas had fallen asleep in the cottage, but I worked 
through the night. I added a few finishing touches and then sat against the trunk of one of the big 
pine trees at the edge of the clearing. The sun was starting to rise.  
A blue jay landed on one of the stone towers I’d built. I watched it hop from stone to 
stone, and a few others birds followed behind it. I’d like to think it was a sign of a job well done. 
Mama’s voice echoed in the background. She was calling out for me. I assume she had come to 
check on us and saw that we’d crossed the fence. I thought about answering her call but I didn’t. 
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Instead, I stood and walked to the cottage where Lucas slept. His brown skin was much darker 
than the day before after working in all the sun. I shut off the flashlight so Mama wouldn’t find 
us, and laid down next to my friend. 
“Kenny,” Lucas said in a groggy voice. “You didn’t fix it.” 
“I know.” 
“You can’t ever fix it.” 
“I know.”  It felt like he was tearing my heart from my chest. 
A silence filled the cottage but Mama’s calls were still echoing in the woods outside. 
“But thank you,” Lucas sat up and patted me on the shoulder. 





















Step 1: Bring Cold Snacks! Popsicles and Frozen Margaritas Will Surely Melt the Heat Away. 
Nothing’s better than eating something cold on a hot day. Having a nice spiked drink may 
have kept you warm in the winter, but a frozen margarita will be nothing short of summer 
bliss when lounging in the sunshine.  
Step 2: Show Some Skin! Wear Your Cutest Bikini/Short-Shorts and Soak Up The Sun. 
We’ve all been waiting to get some Vitamin D, but you can’t do that all covered up. So, 
ditch the jeans and t-shirts for short-shorts and tank tops. Get your tan on. 
Step 3: Lose Your Fucking Mind. 
Agonize. Notice that all the popsicles you packed have over 30 grams of sugar each and 
that you no longer fit into your bikini from last year. Squeeze your ass into the bottoms 
anyway and hear the fabric pop. Look down to see that there are now loose threads 
hanging from the seam at your hip. Pinch the roll of fat that spills out over the elastic 
waistband and stretch it. It reminds you of the Play-Doh you used to make fake spaghetti 
and meatballs out of as a kid—even as a child you were obsessed with the thought of 
food. Pathetic. Do calculations in your head. Try to figure out how much you’d have to 
walk or swim to burn off one popsicle. Decide you’ll just skip out on the popsicles 
altogether and stick to sipping on margaritas. Backtrack. Wonder how likely it is that the 
alcohol from the tequila in your margarita will turn into sugar, and then into fat. Turn to 
the mirror and see yourself for what you really are, a pig. A pig who couldn’t stop herself 
from eating that fourth slice of pizza yesterday night. The same person who asked for 
extra cheese and a side of dipping ranch, as if all the sausage and pepperoni didn’t 
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already add enough calories. Notice the stretch marks that slither down your stomach and 
crawl up your legs. Run your hands across them and feel the slight ridges and bumps 
underneath your fingertips. Step closer to your reflection and examine them. Your skin is 
screaming for help. It’s being stretched to its limits; and yet, you keep eating. They’re all 
over you, all those little grotesque lines. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think you're 
sick with some skin disease. Fat-ass-itis. That sounds right. Look at your belly button. 
Remember when it was an outie and not at innie. Try the four other swimsuits you have 
and feel worse with each one. Go to the bottom drawer and pull out your last resort, the 
bathing suit your grandma gave you. The blue one with the white frills that makes you 
look like some white American Girl Doll from the 1800s. You hate the look of it but at 
least it’s a one piece. It won’t show your innie or your stretch marks, and it definitely 
won’t make Play-Doh ooze out from your sides. Slide your feet into it and try it on. 
Struggle. Try again. It fit you last year, now it doesn’t even go past you thunder thighs. 
Completely lose your shit. Punch your reflection and watch the glass break into a million 
pieces. Look at yourself in your fun-house mirror. A mosaic of pudgy skin. A collage of 
blubber and fat. The way the glass breaks makes your reflection look three sizes 
smaller—stand sideways and suck your stomach in to make it four. Hear your mom 
calling from downstairs asking if you’re ready to go. Grab an old t-shirt and some baggy 
shorts. Put them on. Decide you’re not getting in the water. Say you’re on your period 
and can’t swim. Close your suitcase and head to the car. 
 Step 4: Apply Sun Screen. SPF 50 Is Best. 
Protect your skin while you bake in the sun. Realize that you sit alone, manning the beach 





Ever wonder what it’s like to be the other woman at a funeral? Well, I can say that the 
most awkward part was listening to the man’s wife speak of his faith and values, while at the 
same time feeling disgusted with myself for being able to envision, in crude detail, how the 
deadman looked after sex, all naked and sweaty at the edge of the bed.  
I recognized the suit he had on in the casket, but the only other time I had seen it was in a 
wadded-up ball on the floor next to my favorite black, lace bra on our third hook up. I even knew 
there was a slight tear on the inner lining from when I undressed him in a horny rage. That 
wasn’t my best hour, I’ll admit; but there’s just something so enticing about a married man. My 
friends think I have daddy issues. I don’t. I just think I like the thrill of it, since the last time I did 
anything that made my heart race was senior year of college. I’m telling you, it only takes two 
years for corporate America to kill your soul. I’d been working in a cubicle for two years and a 
day when I finally snapped and asked the deadman if he wanted to grab lunch. Two weeks later, 
our lunch breaks were being spent at the motel behind the worst rated Olive Garden in all of 
Virginia.  
Look, I can admit when I have a problem: my sex-capades are a bit out there. If I told you 
that last year I got drunk and fucked the town-mall Santa Claus, would you believe me? In case 
you were wondering: Yes, he was still in his Santa suit; yes, I found fake snow in places I never 
knew I had; and yes, sometimes it’s a good thing when he calls someone naughty. Honestly, it’s 
not like I meant for it to happen. I wasn’t planning on letting Santa slide down my chimney, but 
fuck it. Being depressed in your early twenties will make you do some crazy things. 
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For a second, I forgot I was at the funeral. His wife’s words at the altar seemed distant 
until I heard her say my name. I had been following along with the program until the fourth or 
fifth speaker, after which I began drifting into daydreams of the last time we’d gone to the motel. 
It was just over two weeks ago. Right after leaving, he started texting me about how we couldn’t 
mess around anymore and that he had a good thing at home and yada yada. They always say that 
and then they’re back for more. 
Words from a friend: Kathleen Jacobs is how I was listed. When his wife called a week 
before to ask me to speak, she said the deadman has always spoken so highly of me and the time 
we shared as ‘badminton’ partners. I think she was surprised to see that I was black, she probably 
thought to herself, “black people don’t play badminton”. And we don’t. He couldn’t have come 
up with a better lie? He was such a loud mouth. Never speak of Marylin Monroe to your 
Jackie’O. That’s like, Cheating 101.  
 I walked over to the body and shed an obligatory tear, placing my hand on his chest. His 
hands rested on his stomach, and I saw his wedding ring for the first time. That was one of my 
rules, no wedding rings. It was like having sex with a picture of your grandma next to the bed, 
felt too wrong.  
The podium stood to my left. My legs went numb on my walk over. His wife squeezed 
my shoulder and gave me a nod of encouragement, setting up the mic for my height—I was 
shorter than most, the deadman always liked that about me for some reason. I looked at him once 
more before talking. I couldn’t get over the fact that I knew what he was packing under the other 
half of that coffin, and if anything, that would be the only thing about him I’d miss.  
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“Go on,” his wife gave me a sweet, half smile before rubbing my arm and heading back 
to her seat. All I knew of this man was sex, so that’s all wrote about. Subconsciously, I think I 
wanted his wife to figure it out; I think, maybe, I wanted to finally get what I deserved. 






















It was pitch black outside by the time Danny got home from Lacey Middley’s candlelight 
vigil. She would have been thirty-three come February had she not been murdered eleven years 
ago. The vigil marked the anniversary of her death.  
Upon returning home, Danny walked out to his firepit and sat on one of the logs he had 
yet to cut for firewood. He started a small flame and waited for it to catch. Within a few minutes, 
orange shadows danced across his body and the shrunken likeness of flames filled his darkened 
pupils. Every time the fire crackled or released embers into the chilled night air, he’d ask himself 
a question. Could I ever kill a person? Would I be able to stomach it? How would I do it? Would 
I back out at the last minute?  
This went on for quite a while until the fire started to weaken. Danny got up to grab 
another piece of wood and some dry leave to toss in. When he sat back down he asked himself 
the most daunting question, the one he’d been avoiding all night: Am I anything like my father?  
Michael Linderman, Danny’s dad. He is the man who killed Lacy. He killed her using the 
same hands that Danny used to hold while crossing the street. The same hands that taught Danny 
how to fish and how to make fires. 
It often haunted Danny how much he was drawn to fire, just like his dad. It made him 
think about whether or not he was like him in other, more hideous ways. He usually tried to 
ignore the looming thought, but it was impossible not the think about it on the anniversary. 
No one knew why he killed her. Danny didn’t even think his father fully knew, even 
though he’s the one who did it. Part of him wanted to think that his dad and Lacey were having 
an affair and that she was about to air out all of his business, but the more likely truth is that 
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Lacey and his father didn’t even know each other. The affair was just Danny’s way of trying to 
justify the actions of his father to keep his sanity. The police say it wasn’t a crime of passion at 
all. In fact, they said it was one of the most cold and dethatched murders they’d ever 
investigated. It was like he had just hunted her for fun.  
Truth is, no one would ever know for sure. Michael pleaded guilty and didn’t give much 
to the story other than how she died, not why. That always bothered Danny, knowing how easily 
his dad confessed. It was execution style, a shot to the back of the head somewhere out in the 
family’s 27 acres of land near the fire pit. Danny was just twelve at the time, woken up in the 
middle of the night by the echo of a gunshot somewhere off in the distance. He was too scared to 
move, so he just stayed in the bed. 
From the day Michael was arrested, Danny refused to visit him in prison. Every now and 
then there’d be a letter in the mail from his father saying that he up-and-found Jesus, but Danny 
never wrote back. Sometimes he’d want to answer his dad’s collect calls, but only to ask him 
what was going through his head when he pulled the trigger. Did he always know he had this 
kind of darkness in him? Did he think about Lacey’s family? Did he think about Danny? 
Danny was desperate to know if he’d ever thought or felt the same things as dad; 
desperate to hear of his father’s love for fire to see if he heard himself in the answers; desperate 
to find out if evil was hereditary. That’s why he was at the fire that night. He’d gone back to the 
scene of his dad’s crime to see if he felt anything. Danny needed to know if he was like the 
monster who made him. 
A lizard crawled across the ground by Danny’s feet. He snatched it the way his dad 
taught him to on a camping trip all those years ago. Danny held the lizard in his hands and ran 
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his fingers down it’s scaly back. It blinked slowly, trying to squirm its way out of his grasp, but 
he only squeezed it tighter.  
Danny remembered the time his dad shot the neighbor’s cat, Juniper, when it kept 
sneaking into the yard. It still makes Danny sick to think about how easily his father lied to his 
neighbor’s face when she came over asking if they’d seen Juni. It made his skin crawl. After his 
dad’s conviction, he’d read up on serial killers. Most books said it started with killing animals. 
Danny knew his father had only killed one person, but he’d seen his dad kill his fair share of 
animals—house pets and more. He always secretly wondered how many people his dad might 
have killed had he not been caught on the first try.  
Danny had it in his mind to see if he had the stomach to kill anything larger than a fly or 
spider, and he figured now was a good a time as any to test himself. He looked at the lizard for a 
minute or two and closed his eyes, holding it for a second or two longer before tossing it into the 
fire. 
There was a loud pop and Danny opened his eyes to see what he had done. He heard the 
crackling of the fire wood and watched an ember or two rise. The lizard grasped at anything it 
could find, which was damn near nothing, and the flames started to grow around its helpless 
body. Danny watched as the wood beneath its feet began to give way, succumbing to the bright 
red fire that devoured it with ease. The piece of wood was getting weaker. Bits and pieces fell off 
into the ashes below. Only a second or two passed before the wood caved and the lizard fell.  
Without thinking Danny lurched forward to grab it, burning his right arm up to the elbow 
and setting his shirt ablaze. Danny threw the lizard to the ground and ripped off his shirt to snuff 
out the fire. He looked to the twigs and grass around him to find the lizard, and he did. It was 
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injured no doubt. Danny reached down with his good arm to try and help it, but the lizard 
scurried away as fast as it could—anything to get away from the beast who threw it into the pit. 
Danny grabbed the lizard by the tail and pulled it into his chest, kissing its charred little 
head and letting out a tear or two of relief and anger. Relief for its miraculous survival, and anger 
at the fact that he almost ended its life.  He set it down for good this time and watched it run into 
the darkened woods around him. 
It was only after the lizard disappeared that he noticed the pain on the right side of his 
body. A chill went up his spine as he cradled his burnt arm. Then, he vomited. Everywhere. He 
didn’t know whether he threw up because of guilt or shock, but either way he felt much better 
afterwards. 
Even with an arm in excruciating pain, Danny decided to stay and sit by the fire for a few 
more minutes. He watched the flames sway from side to side. He couldn’t help his infatuation 











It only took Octavia three weeks to decide that she liked her dead clients better than her 
living ones—they were better conversationalists. The ones with heartbeats tended to be a bit 
overbearing, telling her stories that she’d heard hundreds of times before or looking at their half-
done face in a mirror asking if she could change the shade of eye-shadow she’d just applied from 
blood red to pomegranate. Even though the colors were the exact-fucking-same. Clients that 
were cold to the touch with their jaws clenched shut had a certain charm, they let Octavia get a 
word in edgewise and never winced if she plucked their eyebrows too hard. She’d give them 
backstories and ask them if they were scared when it happened, if they were happy and at rest, 
and about how it felt to never have to pay a parking ticket or listen to country music again. 
      That was the way she liked it. Seeing faces she didn’t know, re-creating the lives she 
thought they’d lived, making them look their best for the last time they’d be seen and doted on. 
All she wanted was to cover their purple bruises and deep gashes, she wanted to erase all the 
ugliness of death—the sinking skin, the grayish blue undertone, all of it. That is, until her bitch 
of a mother died. 
      Octavia remembered the way they wheeled her in to the room. Her co-workers staring at 
her, looking for any sign of grief or sadness. They were all itching to say some bullshit, empty 
thing like “my condolences” or “so sorry for your loss”. Working in the funeral industry she’d 
hear that nonsense every day. Most of the time there was never any feeling behind it, it was just a 
formality. As weightless as replying “good” when someone asks how you are even when they 
really don’t give a shit. But that’s beside the point. 
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      Three or four other make-up artists stood in the room looking at one another, then at the 
body, then at Tavia. 
      “We know spending one on one time with your loved one can be therapeutic, but are you 
sure you don’t want one of us to take over?” Tammie reached over to put her hand on Octavia’s 
shoulder. 
      “Tammie, I’m good.” Octavia said, turning to the others who were crowded in the 
doorway, “I’m fine everyone. I Promise.” 
“We just want to make sure you can do this,” Tammie reiterated. 
Octavia wasn’t much of a liar, never had been. She was, in fact, perfectly fine. She hadn’t 
shed a tear since finding out her mom was hit by that car, and didn’t have a second thought about 
pulling the plug when they said the inflammation in her brain progressed too far for treatment. 
When the doctor asked her where she wanted to go from there, she remembered all those early 
school mornings when she’d wake up and get pelted with comments like, “You can’t be serious 
about wearing that, your stomach looks huge and that color is hideous. I swear your goal is to 
make me look bad, get your ass upstairs and change.” 
She thought back to the way the words spewed out her mother’s mouth as the plate she 
had forgotten to wash the night before came hurling at her head. Then she recalled the walk to 
school, where she stepped on every crack in the sidewalk hoping the child’s rhyme was true; 
wondering if she’d get home to find her mother’s back broken in a few dozen places—one for 
each crack she stepped on. 
Tammie kept staring at her with beady little eyes, so Octavia decided to play along. “I—I 
think I can. I just really want some alone time with her, if you all could just respect that.” 
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There was a mix of response like ‘of course’ and ‘I’m so sorry, do what you need to do’. 
As they closed the door Octavia got a whiff of embalming fluid mixed with the smell of salmon 
that someone had just warmed up for lunch. She’d been grossed out by the thought of eating 
around dead people at first, but now she considers it fairly normal—she finds a weird honor in 
being a dead person’s last lunch date. She flashed a fake smile at Tammie through the glass cut 
out on the door and rolled her eyes when she saw her turn the corner. 
      There were locks of her mom’s white hair peeking out from under the blue sheet. Octavia 
tucked it back and rolled her neck before pulling off the cover.  
      “What’s up, Diana,” Octavia lifted up her mom’s limp arm and high-fived it, then let it 
fall on the cold metal with a thud. “It’s crazy how peaceful you look right now. No one would 
ever know how bat shit crazy you were.” 
      Octavia turned to grab her mixing tools and a few shades of foundation, she thought 
about which colors she’d have to mix to get the perfect match for my mother’s dead skin. When 
she was younger she used to dip into her mom’s make-up, digging her hand into powders and 
eyeshadows and messing up expensive lipsticks. Her mom had a go to foundation color for her 
summer looks, something to give her a nice chocolate tan. When Octavia spilt the bottle, she got 
fifteen lashes on the back with a TV cable wire. She picked up a shade similar to her mom’s 
favorite and turned to compare. She’d have to go a few shades lighter or it’d look like face paint.  
      Octavia sat down and began mixing colors and swatching them on her mother’s skin, she 
thought about making her look like a clown. Imagining the look on her family’s face when they 
opened the casket at the viewing and saw how her mother was being laid to rest. That’d be a 
shitty thing to do, Octavia knew that. But it wasn’t as shitty getting a cigarette snuffed out on 
your shoulder for asking to hang out with a guy friend—because apparently that was slutty 
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behavior even though Octavia was only eleven. There was something about the old Caribbean 
mindset that her mother couldn’t let go of even after sixty years of living in the United States. A 
way of thinking where girls were still meant to wear frills and braids until they were married and 
children weren’t allowed to have minds of their own. 
      Octavia fought against the urge to make a mockery of her mom’s face and found the 
perfect match, applying it with light bounces of a sponge against the face. Then she began to 
start conversation. 
      “So, tell me, Diana…why did you make my life a living hell?” 
      She answered in a voice imitating her mom. Admittedly the voice wasn’t meant to sound 
completely accurate, there was a bit more of a gremlin undertone to it—fitting for whatever 
demon had been living inside her mother all those years. She began, “Oh stop, I was never hard 
on you. You were just sensitive. A softy.” 
      “Hmm... a softy? Okay,” Octavia replied to herself. It was around this time where she 
started to feel like a headcase. Out of all the conversations she’d had with dead people, and there 
were quite a few, this one felt the most surreal. It had a different weight to it. She knew the face, 
she knew the voice, she knew the life, she knew the person. It wasn’t her talking to a cold body, 
the conversation was alive. Too real. Too much. She half-expected her mother to get up and start 
waving her hands in rage, sending the smell of the daisies and vanilla through the air. That’s the 
best way to describe her favorite perfume—such a sweet scent for a bitter woman. 
      A few minutes of blending went by before Octavia reached for the pigments. Each color 
was used to cancel out another. Red and pink canceled out the dark blues and purples—best for 




      Octavia didn’t want to cover up the bruises. She didn’t want to make this ugly soul into 
something it wasn’t. She wanted the patches of blue, black, and purple to show through. She 
wanted her mother, who would never leave the house unless she was looking her best, to leave 
the world looking nowhere near her standard of beauty. She placed the pigments down next to 
her mom's head. 
      “Why did you hate me so much? What did I do?” 
      This time she didn’t answer herself. She let the question hang in the air, looming above 
her mother’s corpse. 
      It’s not like she didn’t know the answer. She knew exactly why. It’s because Octavia 
reminded her mom of Yves—her dad, and mom’s ex-husband. Everything about Octavia had 
Yves written all over it, from the way she ate her pizza by folding it up to the way she kicked up 
her feet when watching TV, she was a copy of her dad. Looked like him too. 
      “I didn’t leave you, you know?” 
      Silence. 
      “He did.” 
      Silence. 
      “If you’d ever gotten out of your own fucking head for two seconds, you would’ve 
known how much I needed you.” 
      Dead silence. 
      “Stop being so fucking weird Octavia, just finish the damn make-up and leave,” she said 
to herself. 
      She’d begun to think that Tammie was right. Maybe she couldn’t handle staring at the 
devil’s face for an hour, being forced to make the ugliest person she knows look beautiful. 
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      Octavia turned on some music, the rap music her mother hated, and finished Diana’s 
eyes. There were still patches of dark purple and discoloration sticking out. She told herself 
she’d get to them later, although the correcting paste was just an inch to her left and she could’ve 
easily just dipped into it. 
      As she put the finishing touches on her mother’s lips, Octavia began to think about the 
time when the hospital was understaffed. Two weeks before her mom died, there was no nurse 
on rounds to feed patients—Diana had lost most of her mobility after getting nerve damage from 
the neck down. She didn’t talk much anymore either, but Octavia wasn’t sure if this was because 
she physically couldn’t or because she just didn’t have much to say. The doctor asked if Octavia 
wanted to feed her, she reluctantly said yes. 
      Octavia lifted the spoon up slowly, patiently waiting for her mom to open her mouth. Her 
lips and jaw were a bit shaky so Octavia rested her hand under her mother’s chin to support it. 
Every now and then a dribble of tomato soup would come out of her mother’s mouth, it 
reminded Octavia of the way her mouth bled when Diana backhanded her for not getting 
everything on the grocery list even though she wasn’t sent to the story with enough money. 
Every time a bit dribbled out, Octavia would take the spoon and lightly scrape the corners of her 
mother’s mouth to clean it up. 
They repeated this a few dozen times. When there were just a few more scoops of soup 
left in the bowl Diana’s eyes became glassy—a tear or two dropped from them and she tried to 
blank it away. Octavia took a tissue and whipped her mother’s face. 
Maybe it was because she realized Octavia was the only one who ever came to visit, or 
maybe it was the fact that Octavia was being more of a mother than Diana had ever been, but 
whatever it was, it made her mother start to cry.  
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Octavia reached for the corrector pigment and played with the container for a bit before 
opening it. She looked at the red putty and up at her mom, who she’d put a God-awful yellow 
eyeshadow on—although it was her mother’s least favorite color. 
She took a brush and dipped into the pan lightly patting over splotchy areas of blue and 
purple, blending it in with the rest of the foundation, then backed up to take a look. All the 
darkness was covered up but Octavia still knew it was in there somewhere. Trapped. Stewing. 
Bubbling. Everything she applied was nothing but a mask, a beautiful death mask. 
She bent down to whisper in her mother's ear, “When you die you don’t automatically 
become a martyr,” she paused. 
Octavia ran her hands through her mother’s silver hair and tucked it behind her ear, 
kissing her on the forehead before she left. The door behind her swung, this time wafting the 
scent of daisy and vanilla. Octavia knew it wasn’t real but she inhaled deeply and turned to look 









a fair trade 
 
I didn’t know a candy bar could kill. I didn’t know that a few fun-sized Snickers would 
land me in a chair across from Landon’s hospital bed, watching him take weak breath after weak 
breath. I saw him reach for a second piece in the car, and a third at the house. Only on the fourth 
bar did I tell him that was enough; that he would get a cavity and that I wasn’t about to pay a few 
hundred dollars to get an actual tooth removed just because of his sweet one. 
      A cavity. A cavity seems great right about now. I would welcome a rotten tooth and a 
dentist visit over a diabetic coma and back to back meetings with an endocrinologist. 
      Landon’s coma lasted for thirteen hours. I didn’t know the definition of bittersweet until I 
saw him open an eye. I kind of wish that he stayed asleep just a little while longer. I wish I 
could’ve put off telling him that his life was going to change. About how he could no longer be a 
care free kid who gets to eat all the candy he collects on Halloween, and that he might have to 
settle for some ice-cold water instead of a sugary popsicle on a hot summer day—even though 
Sadie down the street was already on her second. More than anything, I wish they made hospital 
beds for seven-year-olds. There was something about seeing his tiny body underwhelm the bed 
that made my heart sink to my stomach. 
      I remembered how Landon looked earlier that day at the store, getting on his tip-toes to 
reach the chocolates on the top shelf. His tiny toes now make me think about articles I binge 
read. The ones about diabetics losing their feet and toes, poor blood circulation, needles and 
insulin. 
      Landon’s other eye opened. He jolted up to looked at me. His eyes asked a thousand 
questions: Where am I? Why is there a tube down my throat? Am I okay? What happened?  
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      I should’ve spent those thirteen hours figuring out what I was going to say. An eye for an 



















Donte and I sat on the hood of his car in the McDonald’s parking lot, the last fry sitting 
on a wrinkled burger wrapper in between us. 
“You want it?” He nudged his head towards the fry and took another sip of his drink. 
To be honest, I could’ve eaten the whole order of large fries by myself with ease, but not 
that night. I knew I was going to let Donte get to fifth base, and eating a bunch of fries before 
telling someone you used to be fat is not the look I was going for. 
He hit first base with a quick make-out session on my couch while Tom and Jerry 
awkwardly played in the background; second base when he came to visit me at school for my 
birthday weekend; third base when we both got horny in the middle of my bitch-of-a-cousins 
wedding and snuck off during cocktail hour (he was my plus one); and fourth base when we 
finally had sex a few days before, playing a game of drunk Jenga on a rainy Friday night. I guess 
that’s why I wanted to tell him that day. It was the first time we had hung out after having slept 
together, and for some reason he still wanted to be around me. He saw the weird stretch marks 
and loose skin, all signs of my former whale-status, and yet here he was offering me the last fry. 
Donte asked again. “Earth to Jamie,” he said, “the last fry. Do you want it?” 
“I’m good thanks,” I leaned over to grab his soda and took a few gulps. I could already 
feel my throat going dry. 
“You good?” He asked, playfully taking his drink back and opening the lid to chew on 
the ice. 
I didn’t know how to transition into it so I just said the first thing that came to mind, “Do 
you like fat girls?” 
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Donte choked on an ice cube or two, “I’m sorry, what?” 
“I mean, if you were to see a woman walking down the street and she had, I don’t know, 
been blessed with a few extra pounds…would you find her attractive?” 
“Where is all this coming from?” 
“I’m just wondering, that’s all.” 
“I mean, I guess it depends,” he said. 
“On—” 
“Jamie, I really don’t think there’s a right way to answer this question.” 
“It not a trick question, I promise. I’ve been wanting to show you some old pictures of 
me for a few weeks now, but I can’t get myself to.” 
“What pictures?” 
“Of me. Ones from when I was bigger. But I have this feeling you’re not going to find 
that girl attractive, and that’s a problem seeing as that the girl is me. Even though I don’t look 
like that, it’s still me you’ll think is ugly. I guess…in a way, right? I don’t know.”  
At this point I was starting to confuse myself. Words were spilling out of my mouth and I 
couldn’t stop them. 
         “So, you’re saying you used to be ‘blessed with a few extra pounds’?” He did air quotes 
for the last part of his question. 
         “Essentially,” I was staring at the hood of the car, I could feel his eyes on me and I didn’t 
want to meet his gaze. “I was thinking of showing you some pictures of me from then.” 
         “Oh. Uh, sure. I guess, if you want.” 
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         I’d had the pictures pulled up on my phone since I got in his car earlier that afternoon, I 
was just trying to figure out the right time to show them. And I don’t know what I was expecting 
him to say, but I knew oh, uh sure wasn’t it.  
My phone was burning a hole in my back pocket. I’d spent the whole night before that 
day cherry picking the prettiest, ugly photos of me that I could find. One’s that I thought he 
wouldn’t be completely disgusted by. 
I wanted to show him, but I knew he didn’t want to see them. Part of me thought he 
would just make some awkward comment about how big my boobs used to be, that’s the one 
thing guys found attractive about me back then. Honestly, I don’t think I could sit through any 
response he would have to the pictures. Donte was right. It was a trick question for both of us. 
  I couldn’t get out of my head long enough to reach for my phone to show him the 
pictures. I just kept thinking about being in bed with him a few nights before: 
Maybe that night we had sex was a fluke. 
Maybe he was too tipsy to really notice my stretchmarks. 
Maybe he doesn’t remember playing with them and asking what they were. 
Maybe he had on his drunk goggles and thought he was having sex with some broad who 
looked like Naomi Campbell. 
Maybe the room was too dark and he didn’t notice all the loose skin on my stomach, 
chest, and legs. 
Should I bring it up if he doesn’t remember? 
Donte sat waiting for me to hand over my phone. I could tell he was uncomfortable; his 




“Jamie,” he reached out his hand. 
I handed him the phone.  
Donte scrolled through the pictures and looked at me every now and then, “This is you?”  
“Yeah, it’s from a year or two ago.” 
“Did you get surgery or something?” 
I didn’t know whether or not to be offended by that question, but I just shook my head no 
and reached for my phone. 
He pulled it back towards him. “Do you want to know my honest opinion?” 
“Yes,” I said, knowing I didn’t really want to.  
“I wouldn’t have hit on you when you looked like this.” 
I felt like I wanted to throw up all the fries I just ate, “Okay,” I said with a ball in my 
throat, “I totally get it, can I get my phone back now.” 
He handed back my phone, “Jamie, you didn’t let me finish.”  
I waited for him to continue. 
“I wouldn’t have hit on you because two years ago, when you looked like this, I was an 
asshole. Hell, earlier this year I was an asshole.” 
I was waiting for the part of this explanation that I was supposed to make me feel better. 
“These past two months of dating you have made me grow up and realize how shallow 
I’ve been. I’ve learned so much about being a better person since meeting you, and to think that I 
would’ve missed out on someone like you because of something so stupid is beyond me. I’m 
thankful for you, Jamie.” 
He turned and leaned his back against the windshield. 
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“Now,” he said, picking up the last fry, “You sure you don’t want it? This is your last 
chance before I devour it.” 
  “Donte—” I didn’t know how to respond. 
 “Going once, going twice,” he jokingly held the fry above his open mouth like a worm, 
dangling it around. 
















Forty-eight. That’s the number of pictures Abby laid out on her coffee table the night she 
got the call from her neurologist. The diagnosis: Early-onset Alzheimer’s.  
 Abby had been a photographer since the early 80s so she had no shortage of pictures, but 
it wasn’t until this moment that she realized she wasn’t really in any of them. She made do. 
There was one of her and her husband, Charlie, posing outside an old Buick (Abby’s first car), 
one of her high school prom with her parents kissing either cheek as she stood in the middle, 
another of her eating Chinese food atop a moving box as she held up the keys to her first 
apartment—the rank one with the bathroom door that always jammed and the landlord who 
refused to fix the AC. She smiled at a few of the photos more than others, and felt a sharp pain in 
the pit of her stomach at the thought that one day she might forget.  
 While sorting through albums, Abby curled up under a knitted blanket and watched re-
runs of I Love Lucy. She used to watch the show growing up, mostly while being babysat at her 
Grandma Jen’s house. Abby’s grandmother had dementia too—except hers wasn’t the 
Alzheimer’s disease kind, it was more of the I’m getting too damn old and my body is giving up 
kind. The show made Abby think of watching her grandma wither away. At times it was funny, 
like when she began to lose all sense of etiquette and called Abby’s cousin, Cassandra, a jackass 
to her face—Cassie had always been a trouble maker though. But other times, especially later on, 
it was painful to watch. The one instance that made Abby’s stomach churn more than anything 
was her Grandpa’s funeral. The whole family spoke on the verge of tears, giving eulogies and 
sharing stories, but Grandma Jen just sat there. Fifty-five years of marriage and that’s how it 
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ended, with blank stare into Grandpa Luke’s coffin. No tears. No recognition. Nothing. Abby 
hoped she’d be dead by the time she reached that point. How could you forget someone you love? 
 In the span of a few episodes Abby had organized all the photos in chronological order 
and put them in a small bin. She labeled it Your Life In Snapshots. Abby had an unhealthy love 
for label makers and order, she wondered if that was something she might forget too. Before 
closing the bin, she took a moment to look at a Christmas picture of her son. He was three, sitting 
on Santa’s lap with a face that looked like he’d just sucked on a lemon—he’d always been the 
kid to cry during Santa photos, the white beard freaked him out. She kissed it before placing it on 
top of the stack. He was too important to be placed anywhere else. 
 That was five years ago. By now she’d sometimes forget the box was even there. 
 Charlie, Abby’s husband, took it upon himself to remind her of the photo box every 
morning. He had started the reminder a day or two after the diagnosis as an obnoxious, edgy 
joke. Charlie always had a weird way of dealing with these types of things. The reminders 
honestly annoyed Abby at first, but every now and then she would find herself needing them—
not that she’d ever let him know that. That Sunday Abby needed the reminder, but a Dallas 
Cowboy’s game could make Charlie forget almost anything, so she didn’t get one.  
 Charlie’s yammering about players and stats had become unbearable and the game didn’t 
start for another thirty minutes. Abby liked having Sunday afternoons for just the two of them, 
but she was almost relieved when the doorbell rang because it finally made Charlie shut up. 
 He jumped from his recliner at the bell, his beer sloshed in the can and some found its 
way to the floor. Charlie seemed eager to go answer, almost as if he were expecting someone—
he’d always been into ordering random things from late night informercials, so Abby assumed it 
was the UPS guy.  
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 Abby watched Charlie walk to the foyer and nosily leaned over the arm rest so she could 
get a better look. The door opened to a scraggly looking man. His dusty brown hair needed a cut, 
and his flannel shirt needed a good ironing. He towered over Charlie—but to be honest Charlie 
never really had the gift of height anyway, Abby was taller than him in all of their wedding 
photos. 
 “Bring it here,” Charlie called out, reaching up to rustle the man’s hair before pulling him 
in for a bear hug. 
 There was something odd about the way Charlie greeted him. Abby’d known Charlie 
since they were six and he’d always had a weird thing about greeting other men—never touch for 
too long and always have a stern handshake. She’d never seen him so enthusiastic to see another 
guy before. 
 Abby sat on the couch pretending to watch the pre-game commentary, giving the 
doorway a quick glance every now and then to see if the men had moved.  She waited for Charlie 
to take the initiative and introduce her, but after a few minutes of them talking in the doorway 
she grew restless and went to go say hello for herself. As she reached the door, the man leaned in 
for a hug. Abby pulled away uncomfortably and extended her hand for a shake. 
 “Hi, I’m Abigale,” she said, continuing to hold out her hand. 
 The man never shook it, instead he gave her a dumbfounded look and turned to Charlie. 
 “Quit pulling our leg, Abby,” Charlie joked, giving her a light nudge with his elbow. 
 Abby reached her hand out further, insisting on the handshake, “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 The man continued to stare blankly at her, and Charlie let out a nervous chuckle. 
 “And your name would be?” She continued. 
 “Mom,” the man said, “It’s me.” 
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 There was an odd weight in the room. Abby’s extended hand began to get heavy and fell 
slowly back to her side, somewhat out of fear but mostly out of confusion. A cold silence grew 
and Abby felt alone, like Charlie and this man had some inside joke that she wasn’t in on. She 
could tell Charlie had picked up on her discomfort by the way he cleared his throat and jerked 
the man lightly, pulling him to the side.  
 A few feverish whispers came from the corner. The man’s face grew red, his already 
shaggy hair seemed to become more disheveled with every second. A minute or two later, both 
men turned to face Abby. 
 “Hi Abby,” the man said. He had a painful hesitation in his voice, “I’m Bennett.” 
 Abby wanted to ask about the conversation, but she knew that was for another time. For 
now she decided to go along with it.  
 “Ahh,” she said adding extra excitement to her voice, “I’ve always loved that name.” 
 The man let out a fake laugh and stared at the floor. 
 “Well come on in,” Abby said, “make yourself at home.”  
 He nodded and followed Charlie to the living room while Abby went to the kitchen to 
prepare some snacks. 
 She spent the entire first quarter of the game putting together a cheese and cracker plate. 
Abby’d been done after only ten minutes, but she stalled in the kitchen—eavesdropping on the 
whispered conversation in the room next door. She could only make out a few words here and 
there. 
 “We can talk about this later,” Charlie said 
 “No, we’re going to talk about it right now. Fuck the Cowboy’s game, stop watching and 
listen to what I’m saying,” the man seemed adamant about whatever they were discussing. 
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 The whispers became inaudible for a minute until the man raised his voice to a normal 
level out of irritation.  
 “I’m not just gonna sit here. We at least have to try,” he said.  
 Charlie let out a defeated sigh and called Abby from the kitchen. She came with the 
platter and sat on the couch across from them.  
 “Mom, I know you remember me.” 
 Abby turned sharply to Charlie for an explanation. 
 “Babe, I think we need to talk,” he said. 
 “Talk about what, exactly?” 
 The man, Bennett, didn’t wait for Charlie to explain. He got up and went straight for the 
stack of photo-albums that was piled up next to the fire place.   
 “Stop,” Abby said. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  
 It was weird to see this strange man get up and walk around her house as if he knew 
exactly where he was going.  
 Most of her prized professional photos were in that stack, the ones she’d taken for TIME 
and National Geographic—who the hell did he think he was touching things that didn’t belong to 
him? 
 Bennett made an abrupt stop and looked at her. 
 “You heard me, I said stop,” she repeated. 
 Scolding that brown-eyed man felt familiar. The way he looked at her with annoyance 
and frustration, like a teenaged boy who’d come home past a 10pm curfew and never heard the 
end of it. A chill rushed down Abby’s spine, something had told her she’d done this before. The 
 
65 
feeling was odd, not quite nostalgic but something very close to it—déjà vu maybe. She wanted 
to soak in it, but she was too heated to dwell on that sensation. 
 “It’s alright Benny,” Charlie said, motioning him towards the albums, “Go grab what you 
were going to get”. 
 Abby gave Charlie an annoyed glare, throwing her hands up as if to say, what the fuck is 
wrong with you? 
 Bennett walked over and sat next to her. He opened one of the albums and sifted through 
a few pages frantically before finding a picture and pointing out a boy with a blue shirt.  
“Look,” he said, “This is you holding me on your shoulders at the zoo. I was four.”  
Abby held the brim of her reading glasses and repositioned them at the tip of her nose to 
get a closer look. She examined the woman’s eyes, long auburn hair, and the rosy apples of her 
cheeks. There was no denying what she saw. It was her. But sometimes photographs lie—like 
when Abby tried to take a picture of the moon and all that would appear was a white dot in a sea 
of black, despite the fact that the moon was big enough to overwhelm the stars around it. She 
didn’t have a response. 
“Okay, now look here,” he said again, “This was dad and I at my first baseball game. 
You weren’t in it because you were the one taking it.” 
Abby couldn’t tell if he was being honest, but she knew that her being behind the camera 
was a likely situation for most of the photos in those albums. Again, she said nothing. 
“Come on mom, please,” the man’s voice began to crack. 
Abby looked at him and opened her mouth to speak, “I—I just—” 
Charlie looked at her, “Let it out, Abby.” 
“I’d appreciate it if you’d stop calling me that,” she said.  
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“Calling you what,” Bennett said. 
“Mom.” 
The man slammed the album shut and left the room, both hands on his head in anguish. 
Abby waited for the bathroom door to click before turning to Charlie. 
“Charlie,” her voice struggled. 
“It’s Bennett. Our Benny, Abby,” he said trying to cover up the pain in his words. 
“I’m sorry, I just can’t seem—I really want to but I don’t—” 
Charlie got up from his recliner and picked up the album that Bennett had left on the 
coffee table. He sat next to Abby softly and rubbed her back, pushing her graying auburn hair out 
of her face and kissing her on the forehead. He opened the album to a random page. 
“Okay, here we go. This was you and Benny on his twelfth birthday,” he said pointing to 
Abby holding a boy in her arms, “Remember? We couldn’t decide whether to have the party at 
the bowling alley or the arcade and you made him flip a coin.” 
Abby shook her head no. 
“You even had this thing you used to do with him where you’d switch it up every time 
you flipped the coin. You never used heads and tails,” Charlie laughed, “it wasn’t your style.” 
Abby tried to laugh along with him but she felt lost. 
“Actually, he had a favorite one in particular that you used to say,” Charlie joked. “I 
wasn’t too much of a fan myself. I think it’s what got him cursing so early.” 
The sound of a door opening came from down the hall. Their conversation was cut short 
by Bennett coming back from the bathroom. Abby could tell he’d been crying, his puffy eyes and 
red face gave him away. The sight of seeing the man so low stirred something in her. 
Bennett reached for his jacket, “I think I’m gonna go,” he said. 
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“Wait,” Abby stood from her chair and stared at him for a few seconds. She didn’t know 
what she wanted to say, but she knew she didn’t want him to leave. Not until she remembered. 
“So, your dad was just telling me about the coin toss we did for this,” she said as she 
pointed to the picture, trying to play along. 
Bennett stopped. 
“He says I used to have a funny way of doing coin tosses with you?” She paused. “I was 
just wondering if maybe you—” 
The man took out a quarter from his wallet and looked at Abby with a slight smile, “Are 
you kidding me?” He said, “Hell yeah, I remember.” 
He twiddled the coin between his fingers trying to stall, it’s as if he thought the coin toss would 
decide life or death. 
“My favorite one of all time had to be,” he paused and threw the coin into the air, “old 
ass white guy or—” 
“Old ass white building,” Abby finished. 
Bennett would usually catch the coin and flip in onto the back of his hand, but this time 
he just let it fall. He seemed taken aback, and to be completely honest, Abby was surprised too. 
Abby and him looked at one another. She felt a pull, a connection. It was faint, but it was 
there. The two of them searched each other’s eyes for something tangible, a clue that this was 
truly a person they knew.  
A roar from the Cowboy’s fans on TV broke the silence. Bennett cleared his throat and 
picked up the quarter from the ground. 
Charlie’s head moved back and fourth between the two of them and the game, “Holy 
shit” he said, taking a sip of his beer. 
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Abby couldn’t tell if he was talking about the coin toss or the touch down, but at this 
point she wasn’t paying him any mind.  
Bennett looked at her again, Abby could tell he wanted some reassurance. 
“No, I’m sorry. I still don’t remember—” 
He stopped the rest of her sentence, “Hey, we can always try again another day.” 
Abby could tell he was trying his best to make her feel less incompetent, but it didn’t 
help. She moved and sat next to Charlie. 
“What kind of a mother can’t remember her own fucking son?” she asked. 
“A good one,” Bennett said, then he paused. “Forgetting you have a son doesn’t undo all 
the good that you’ve done for him, Mom.” 
He pulled out his wallet to put the quarter back, then handed it to Abby, her brows 
furrowed in confusion. 
Bennett nudged his head in a gesture to get her to open it and look inside, “If you’re 
confused about having a son, just wait ’til you see your granddaughter.” 
Abby grazed through the four pictures that Bennett had in his wallet. The one that caught 
her eye was the photo of the little girl playing in the sand on the beach. His daughter was twelve-
years-old: Emily Abigale Davis.  
When Abby looked at the girl, she saw the same rosy cheeks that she’d seen on herself in 
the zoo picture earlier that day, the same curly hair that Bennett had in the pictures from his 
twelfth birthday, and Charlie’s god-forsaken shortness. Abby ran her fingers across the surface 
of the photo, she knew you weren’t supposed to that but she couldn’t help it. She wanted to keep 






We were the one thing in the galaxy God didn’t have his eyes on. Me, Rachel, and our 
suitcase full of frilly, white church socks. We’d been wandering in the woods behind our house 
for a few hours by that point, and we struggled every now and then trying to help each other 
across streams, over logs, and through puddles of soggy leaves. The brisk air wasn’t kind in the 
slightest, it froze the back of our throats with every breath we drew. 
“I think we should go up there,” I pointed to a path between two pine trees. 
“No,” Rachel walked closer, “I’m supposed to be the leader, it was my idea.” 
She was right, it was her idea. It was her who’d wanted to run away, and it was also her 
who’d only packed the sock drawer because she “panicked” when she heard dad coming up the 
stairs. Even as a kid, I didn’t know why my mom was with such a monster. When she told us 
bedtime stories about the boogie man, I imagined it looked like him. 
I tried to change the subject. It’d been only three hours and I was already missing mom’s 
cooking. 
“I’m hungry,” I stopped to pick a flower that had blossomed a bit too early. I had no 
doubt it was going to die anyway, it was early March and still too cold for beautiful things to 
thrive.  
The footprints we left behind us in the mud were already filled with rain that had turned 
yellow from a thin layer of pollen. I complained about my hunger a few more times before 
Rachel paid me any mind. We talked about mom’s mac and cheese, and how she was making 
meatloaf for dinner. We’d miss that if we left. 
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Rachel told me to grow up. She was twelve and I was ten, and double digits meant we 
could handle real responsibility. She told me to make a fire, but I didn’t listen during the fire 
badge meeting in girl scouts so I couldn’t make that happen. I stood up. 
“Rachel. I’m going home.” 
“Fine, suit yourself.” 
“You’re coming with me,” I grabbed one handle of the suitcase and she grabbed the 
other. A few tugs and the busted zipped gave, sending pretty white socks flying into a puddle of 
yellow water. 
“You’re so stupid, why do you always have to ruin everything?” 
“I’m just trying to help.” 
“If we go back and daddy’s drunk, you’re getting the belt first.” 
It was always better to get beat second. By the time he got to you, he was already worn 
down from the first. 
She grabbed my hand and pulled me back towards home. Towards the boogie man. I 
turned to look at the socks. My sister’s Sunday best scattered across the dirt and twigs. I 









The eviction notice for the corner store came stuck to the back of an invitation for the 
East Brooklyn High School ten year reunion—it was about five years too early. I assume it was 
because our city had one of the lowest life expectancies in the state, so they figured they might as 
well bring us all back together while they still had the chance. Joke’s on them though. Ever since 
Brooklyn became a breeding ground for white suburban moms who love Whole Foods and 
kombucha, our average life expectancy is about as high as Manny and I used to get on the 
weekends. 
      The envelope was addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Peña, Manny’s parents, so I didn’t open it 
but I knew what it was. I could see bolded red lettering when I held it up to the light. The 
laundry-mat down the street got an envelope with red lettering a few months back, and now that 
building is some bougie cafe with nine-dollar coffees where no one talks to each other and 
everyone’s an aspiring writer. 
      The envelope was so thin, but it weighed heavy on my hand. The sensation reminded me 
of all those paintings mom used to have around the house, the ones of Haitian women carrying 
food baskets on their heads and water basins on their hips. Some women balanced stacks of three 
or four baskets, I always had this sinking feeling that the paintings would come alive one day and 
the weight of the food would squash them whole. That’s what it felt like, an envelope that 
weighed three food baskets and a water basin: heavy, dense, burdensome. I put the envelope in 
my back pocket and peaked over to see if Manny was still talking to one of the customers. 
      I’d been at the corner-store all morning helping Manny stock shelves—although he 
wasn’t doing much other than hitting on white girls at the register. I’d overhear his pick-up lines 
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every now and then to some blonde haired, rosy cheeked girl who strolled into the store looking 
for a bad, brown-skinned boy to give her dad a heart attack. Manny would play along of course. 
      “Nah,” he’d say, “I’m an original. I lived here when it was still called the hood. It ain’t 
the hood no more, now it’s the neighborhood.” 
      I’d give him a look from behind one of the aisles and shove my finger down my throat to 
fake a gag, what a tool. But in all seriousness, most girls swooned. They wanted something 
different, something adventurous—they weren’t wrong to see that in Manny. 
      I wasn’t doing inventory on weekends to be Manny’s wingman, though. Truth is, his 
parents owned one of the last mom-and-pop shops left on the block, and I would do anything to 
keep it open—that included stocking shelves on weekends for free. I love this place even with its 
quirks. There was a light that blinked over aisle three no matter how new the bulb was, and the 
dark brown and white checkered pattern on the linoleum floor was starting to fade. A few blue 
linoleum tiles were scattered throughout the store, especially in the back corner by the 
refrigerators. Those were tiles that had been replaced for one reason or another over the thirty 
years that the Peña family had owned the place. The best part of the store was by the counter 
where four stools lined the window. A lot of the old-heads used to sit there and carry 
conversations with Mr. Peña as he checked out the customers. Eavesdropping on their talks used 
to be my favorite thing.   
Most of the time, Mrs. Peña paid me in fried, sweet plantains instead of cash, but I was 
more than fine with that. Dominicans had a way of frying them just right, I’d never tell my mom 
that though. Dominicans and Haitians aren’t supposed to get along. 
      The girl at the register finally left the store with Manny’s number written on her hand. He 
could’ve just put it in her phone, but he says he has a system. 
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      “I’m telling you Mel, this shit don’t ever fail,” he’d say, “caress her right hand and flip it 
over with your left, take the cap off the pen with your teeth to draw attention to your mouth, and 
then wink at her as you write down your digits. Seals the deal every time.” 
      Once, I asked him what would happen if the pen had a clicker instead of a cap. He didn’t 
have much of a plan for that, so I say his formula sucks—no adaptability. 
      “Are you even gonna remember their names when they call you?” I mumbled. 
      “Mind your business, loser,” Manny reached over and lightly knocked my chin, then 
flashed a smile. He’d try to flirt with me every once in a while, mostly back in high school and a 
little bit after, but I’d shut it down. We were too opposite and bickered like siblings—in other 
words, he drives me fucking nuts—so I think we both had an unspoken understanding that it 
would never work out. Plus, I had a way of fucking up all my romantic relationships and Manny 
was too important to lose like that. 
      “Since when do you like white girls anyway?” I asked. 
      “I don’t discriminate, my friend,” he hopped up to sit on the cashier’s counter and 
swiveled his legs to get to the other side, “I dabble and try new things, you should too.        
I stopped talking and went back to stocking the menthols in the cabinet behind the 
register. 
      “Why do you hate change so much, Mel?” 
      “Change means we’re done. Fín. No more. Fucked. Screwed. However, you want to put 
it These people are literally taking over, Manny. There’s no room for us in our own home.” 
      “Miss me with that” he said, opening the register to check the balance. You had to press 
‘enter’ twice and bang the left side a few times to get it to open—we called her old faithful 
though, because she never opened for anyone else but us. “It’s gonna be fine,” he said. 
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      “Manny, think about it. How is it that your parent’s shop is the only one left on the 
block?” 
      He continued counting the money in the register, trying to ignore me. I hated how 
shallow he could be sometimes. He’s got his money and his bitches and that’s all that matters. 
      “Before you know it, rent’ll be too high for any of us to even live here,” I said, moving 
around the register so he’d have no choice but to look at me, “let alone own a business.” 
      “Would you stop overreacting?” Manny rolled his eyes. “A few fancy yoga studios 
around here might be a good thing if it gets you to loosen up a little and get your head out of 
your ass.” He laughed and leaned against the counter.  
 “Oh really?” I said, “Does this look like I’m overreacting?” I put the eviction notice on 
the register.  
 “What the fuck is this?” 
 “We both know what it is Manny, don’t play. The question is what we’re going to do 
about it.” 
      The door chime rang and we turned to see Kenny limping into the store. He was one of 
the community old-heads, a regular of the store that always came in at around noon every day for 
his thirty-minute lunch break. The man never ate though, he’d just buy a pack of Backwoods 
cigars and talk our heads off. 
      “You hear about that new fancy park they’re putting in?” 
      “Nah, where?” I said, shooting an I told you so look at Manny as I rang up Kenny’s 
cigars. 
      “Yeah, apparently they’re clearing out that big old apartment complex where you kids 
used to hang out on the stoop.” 
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      “Would you look at that, Manny,” sarcasm dripped from every word I spoke, “I, for one, 
am just completely shocked.” 
      Another landmark, gone.  
      “I’m sure it’ll be the face lift this place needs,” Manny finally replied after a short, 
annoyed pause. 
      Manny and I had a way of arguing in subtext. We could say fuck you without ever 
actually saying fuck you, and two seconds later we’d go back to normal—splitting an ice coffee 
from the fridge section of the store because we’d been there since 5am and probably wouldn’t 
leave until midnight. That’s the funny thing about friends, they’re nothing but an enemy that you 
love. 
      A few more regulars came in the store to check in on Manny and I throughout the day 
before closing time. I had been waiting all day to corner Manny about the letter, but he’s really 
good at sidestepping me when he wants to. You would think he wouldn’t be able to hide in a 
corner store that only has six aisles, but avoiding reality is his specialty and I knew talking about 
the eviction was the last thing he wanted to do. Before I knew it, it was 11:55pm and Manny was 
still at the register giving out his last phone number of the night. 
      When we were in high school, you wouldn’t catch a white person on our street past five 
o’clock. It’s like they all had a white-man’s curfew, a time where it's no longer acceptable to be 
around black and brown folks. And yet, there she was, a rare sight, flirting with Manny at the 
register for the past fifteen minutes. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate white people. I just hate 
people who take things that aren’t theirs, and they just so happen to always be white. The chime 
on the door rang as the girl walked out, and I followed her with a fake smile so I could flip the 
sign from Open to Closed. 
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      “Got anymore appointments there, Manny?” I said, turning around to lean my back up 
against the door. 
      “Man, hush,” he gestured to me to follow him behind the counter. 
      We sat on the floor under the register like we’d done hundreds of times before. We 
started sitting back there in the fourth grade when his mom used to watch us after school; she’d 
tell us to sit quietly in this little nook low to the ground and near her feet while she rang up 
customers. Mrs. Peña had a thing about keeping us right by her side and in her line of sight every 
second we were in the store. I’m not quite sure if she did that because we were trouble makers or 
because the store had gotten robbed a time or two and she wanted us to be safe. We’d go through 
the drill at least once a month. 
      “Ok, mi hijo. What did I tell you to do if I give you the secret signal?” she’d say. 
      Manny would give her a blank stare, and then turn to me with a look that said how the 
hell should I know? 
      I’d roll my eyes and reach for the notebook in the cabinet, it had a few pages missing 
where we’d ripped out old Latin notes—we got it from the thrift store a block over. “We take 
notes on everything we see and hear for the police report,” I’d reply. 
      But that was wishful thinking on our part. The police never came to this side of town 
unless it was to round up drug dealers or collect bodies after a shoot-out. She knew that. Manny 
knew that. I knew that. It made us feel better to prepare anyway. 
      “And if they get aggressive?” She’d direct her question towards Manny again. 
      “Crawl under the desk and get the gun from the safe. The code is 8-2-9-3,” I’d say. 
      Manny would elbow me right about then, “Smart ass.” 
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      Mrs. Peña would pinch his ear for cursing and then lean over to give me a kiss on the 
forehead, “I’ll definitely keep you, mi muñeca inteligente.” 
      I didn’t know much Spanish then, I still don’t. You’d think after spending so much time 
with Manny’s family I would, but for all I know they could be cursing me out all the time and I’d 
be none the wiser. 
      Yeah, Dominicans and Haitians weren’t supposed to get along, but that didn’t matter to 
Mrs. Peña, she loved me just the same—maybe even more than Manny sometimes. 
      “Damn, Manny. Scooch over. How the hell am I supposed to fit in that tiny ass space?” 
      We’d grown quite a bit, but the nook was still the same size—small enough and low 
enough to make you invisible to any danger that lurked up above.  
      It got uncomfortable sometimes, but we’d squeeze in anyway. Manny and I talked about 
everything down there: annoying girlfriends and boyfriends, our parents, or dreams of being this 
or that. But this time when we sat down, I had an eviction notice in my hands. I couldn't stop 
staring at it. I had so much I wanted to say to Manny all day, but I went completely silent the 
second I got in the nook.  
      “Bruh,” Manny rolled his eyes at me, “you deadass look like you’re in pain, lighten up.” 
      “Lighten up? Manny, they’re evicting your parents. We’re losing the fucking store. Do 
you not care?” 
 “We?” Manny said. 
 “You know what I mean. You guys are losing it, but it’s important to me too.” 
      “Why do you do that to yourself?” He said. 
      My mouth began to go dry, “Do what?” 
 “Worry,” he said. “I swear you’re to blame for 90% of your stress. Just relax, Melanie.” 
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 “I don’t understand how you’re not freaking out,” I felt my ears getting hot. “You want 
this to happen don’t you. You hated this place growing up. You were always so embarrassed of 
it, you hated when your friends used to see you work the counter in high school. They’d come in 
here to buy candy and you’d hide in the back and make me ring them up.” 
 Manny rolled his eyes. 
 “No, Manny. Admit it,” I said. “And don’t think for once that I forgot the time we were 
talking on the rooftop and you told me that you never wanted to own the place. That you thought 
you could do better.” 
 Manny’s face was starting to turn red, he was biting his lip to keep from losing his temper 
on me. 
“Well, Congratulations, they’ll take it before your parents can even hand it down to you.” 
 At this point I knew I had said too much. I had a hard time knowing when to shut up, and 
I still do.  
         Manny got up and began pacing through the aisles of the store. His sneakers were 
squeaking on the floors I’d just mopped, and I winced every time I thought about a new black 
streak mark on the linoleum floor—they took forever to scrub out. 
      “Manny. What’re you doing? Just sit back down, man.” 
      “It’s not that, Melanie,” He called out from the back corner of the store. I could tell he 
was in the chips section, I could hear him rummaging through bags looking for something, “I just 
don’t get the point in tripping over things I can’t do anything about. Shit changes, life goes on. I 
don’t know of any other way I can say that so it finally gets through your thick skull.” 
      He made his way back to the nook after a minute or two, “Here,” he said, tossing a bag of 
assorted gummy bears into my lap. 
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      It wasn’t the fancy Haribo ones either—we kept those in stock for the new people who 
could afford to buy name-brand shit—nope, these were the generic, “hmm these taste kind of 
stale” ones. Those were the ones we grew up on, those were the ones I loved most. 
      Manny looked at me square in the eyes, “Stop trying to control everything in your life. 
Sometimes you just have to let the fuck go.” 
 I didn’t say anything. 
“What happened to the girl who used to eat a pack of these with me and say “fuck it”, 
huh?” Manny sat back down on the floor next to me and opened up his own bag. I swear, if 
anything was going to put them out of business, it would be how much inventory this kid eats on 
any given day. 
      I picked up the gummies from my lap and tried to change the subject, “You know, if you 
actually worked when we were in the store instead of giving out your number to every girl who 
walked in, you would’ve found these in two seconds instead of scuffing up the floors I just 
mopped.” 
      He looked at me with his dopey smile (the one he put on whenever he knew he was 
annoying me) and took a bite out of a gummy bear, head first. 
      I taught him that. I used to eat my gummy bear's head first too. I’d decided it was the 
most humane way to go about their death, you know? Put’em out of their misery before tasting 
their delicious, berry insides. I had been eating them head first since I could remember, because 
even kids have a more advanced understanding of mercy than most adults. In high school, I 
started stuff five in my mouth at once, heads and all. Not because I lacked mercy, but because at 
some point, the world had screwed me over enough for me to realize that I didn’t have time to 
waste thinking about whether or not gummy bears felt pain. Now, I don’t really eat them at all. 
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      I fiddled with the bag for a minute or so before Manny’s elbow jabbed my knee. 
      “Would you open the damn thing already?” 
      I sat up, “Wait, Manny I—” 
      “Stop making excuses and just eat the gummies for Christ’s sake.” 
         I sat there for a good minute. I didn’t know if I should bring it up again, “No, seriously, 
we need to tell your parents.” 
 Manny stopped chewing the gummy bear that was in his mouth. I think reality had finally 
hit him. His fuck it attitude disappeared into thin air when he realized that he was going to have 
to be the one to tell his parents that thirty years of their life’s work was about to be snatched form 
them. 
       “Manny, it’s gonna be fine,” I don’t know why I tried to lie. Manny could read my voice 
with ease. He knew when I was nervous, and right then I was shitting bricks. 
      “This is really—I’m just—” 
      “Me too, but we gotta call them,” I said, holding out my hand with the envelope. He 
wouldn’t take it. “C’mon, Manny,” I nudged my head towards the phone. His parents were at 
home a few blocks over. It was midnight, but we’d been sitting on the bad news all day. I just 
wanted to get it off my chest.  
          “Ven aquí,” I said, trying to joke and sound like his mother. 
      He let out a nervous laugh and followed me over to the phone, “Look who speaks 
Spanish when it’s convenient for her,” he said. 
 I picked up the landline to dial. 
 “Wait,” Manny said. I could tell he was trying to collect his thoughts. 
 “Manny, we’re not telling them on the phone. Step one is to get them down here.” 
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 “You’re right, you’re right,” he said 
Manny took a deep breath and shoved a handful of gummies into his mouth, heads and 
all. He handed me the empty bag and reached for the phone, “Let me dial.” 
     
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
